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Abstract 
 The goal of this research project is to better understand the impacts and 
difficulties of offering gender-focused social programs through micro-lending banks. 
Previous research has demonstrated not only the importance of micro-lending, and the 
benefits of lending to women, but also the value of offering social programs specifically 
designed to address their needs.  The project focused on the Gender Action Learning 
System (GALS) program, provided by FINCA-Peru, a micro-finance institution in 
Ayacucho, Peru. The purpose of the program was to empower women, and help them to 
value themselves and to plan for the future. The methodology included 57 interviews 
with members of FINCA-Peru who had completed the GALS training, as well as 5 
interviews with leaders of the banking groups and 4 interviews with GALS program 
facilitators. Evaluation survey data about the program were also used. The results of the 
study confirm previous research showing the importance of gender-focused social 
programs in micro-lending institutions. Both the interview and survey responses were 
overwhelmingly positive. Many bank members mentioned that GALS had helped them to 
value themselves as women, interact and communicate with family members, and plan 
for the future. There were also ideas for improving the sessions, including having a 
bigger classroom and longer sessions.  
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The Impacts of Gender-Focused Social Programs at a  
Micro-Finance Institution: A Case Study in Ayacucho, Peru. 

Tyler Rockey 

Introduction 

 I conducted the research for this project while interning at a micro-finance 

institution (MFI) in Peru. The MFI, called FINCA-Peru, serves almost exclusively female 

clientele, many of whom lack access to the formal banking system because they are poor.  

FINCA-Peru has helped thousands of women improve their economic status and provide 

for their families, and also provides classes about business practices and 

entrepreneurialism. It becomes clear, however, after listening to bank members and 

employees, that many of these women are confronted with more than the challenge of 

economic hardship. There are also women who were subjected to violence during the 

armed conflict in the region, and others facing verbal and physical abuse from their 

partners. Beginning last year, FINCA-Peru began offering a social program called 

Gender Action Learning System (GALS) specifically aimed at empowering women. The 

goal of this research is to use the GALS program, offered by FINCA-Peru, as a case 

study to better understand the impacts of a gender-focused social program offered by 

micro-finance institution. Also, it is hoped that the results of this study can be used to 

improve the GALS program and better serve the women at FINCA-Peru. 

 

Development, Micro-Lending, and Structural-Adjustment 

 Research has shown that gender equality is vitally important for economic 

growth, both in the developed and developing world. Researchers at the World Bank 

(2006) have concluded that gender inequalities are a significant constraint of economic 
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growth for women, their families, and the communities in which they live. The 

Department for International Development1 (2000) has called the empowerment of 

women “an essential precondition for the elimination of world poverty and respect for 

human rights”. Kristof & WuDunn (2009) and Dworkin & Schipani (2007) noted that 

countries with more gender equity tend to be more peaceful, and vice versa. This means 

women’s empowerment (of which economic empowerment is a significant part) is not 

only necessary for the economic growth of a region, but likely plays an important role in 

the political stability of that region as well.  

 Micro-lending, made famous by Muhamed Yunus, founder of the Grameen Bank 

in Bangladesh, is most often lending to the poor, usually without requirement of 

collateral. This allows impoverished people access to credit, which is usually unavailable 

to them in the formal banking system. Successful micro-lending institutions are able to 

maintain high repayment rates without requiring collateral partially because of a group-

lending system. In this system, loan recipients form groups of between five and thirty 

people, and each loan to an individual is ensured by the other members of their group. 

When a small group of loan recipients are responsible for each other’s loans, there is 

substantial peer pressure on each group member to repay their loans.   

 Oftentimes, micro-finance institutions focus their efforts almost exclusively on 

poor women. Lending to women tends to be more beneficial to family wellbeing because 

women have been shown to be more likely than men to spend their income on their 

children and household (Pitt et. al. 2006; Hays-Mitchell, 1998). Giving women economic 

power through lending is also an important step towards gender equality.  

                                                 
1 DFID: The British government department responsible for promoting development and reducing world 
poverty. 
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 Research has shown that women who were a part of a lending group that enabled 

them to earn income had more say in household decisions (including family planning), 

how resources were allocated, improved social networks and mobility, and improved 

status in their communities (Arku & Arku, 2009; Yunus, 2007; Pitt et. al. 2006; Hays-

Mitchell, 1998). These improvements in the lives of women have been shown to result in 

improvements for their dependent children as well, especially relating to education (Arku 

& Arku, 2009; DFID, 2000; Hays-Mitchell, 1998). Given this, it is not surprising that 

many concerned with the development of poor nations are optimistic about the potential 

benefits of micro-lending, specifically lending to poor women. 

 However, not everyone is as enthusiastic about this trend in development work. 

Molla et. al (2008), Dyal-Chand (2007), and Bond (2007) and have questioned whether 

micro-finance is as beneficial as so many claim it to be. This criticism has included 

accusations that the banks are not interested in helping their clients out of poverty, but are 

simply out to capitalize on the relatively large, untapped market that is the lower class. 

Often those that make this accusation point to the high interest rates charged by many 

micro-lending banks. Another criticism (made by critics and proponents alike) is that 

even within well-intentioned banks, the poorest women are sometimes unable to attain 

credit, because the other women in their lending groups consider them a liability (Dyal-

Chand 2007; Mayoux, 2001).  Kerr and Tsikata (2002) argue that even when micro-

lending groups target poor women, it is often men who make all of the decisions about 

how the money should be used, meaning that women’s empowerment is not achieved. 

This paper will address this last criticism as it relates to the women who participated in 

the case study. 
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 Several researchers (Dworkin & Schipani, 2007; Izugbara, 2004; Mayoux, 2001; 

Hays-Mitchell, 1998) have pointed out the importance of specific social programs within 

micro-finance institutions. These programs do not necessarily focus on financial topics. 

Often there is an emphasis on family issues, and the importance of self-esteem for the 

female bank members. These programs can also be important because they provide 

systems of mutual support and an important social space to exchange ideas and advice. 

At times, women involved receiving loans lack this kind of social environment outside of 

the bank. The social program focused on in this paper, Gender Action Learning System 

(GALS), is designed to empower women participants. GALS will be explained in more 

detail later in the paper.  

 Throughout much of the developing world (including Peru, where this study took 

place), the structural adjustment policies mandated by the World Bank and International 

Monetary Fund dramatically decreased the services provided by the government. Karim 

(2008) showed how non-governmental micro-credit organizations have, in some 

developing nations, replaced some of the services that were once provided by the state, 

and in doing so have assumed significant power. Numerous sources have shown that 

advocates of neo-liberalism can use micro-lending to justify shrinking the welfare 

policies of developing nations, in many cases when these government services have 

already been curtailed significantly during structural adjustment (Bond, 2007; Weber, 

2001).  While this decrease in government services was difficult for many of the poor in 

the developing world, Tsikata & Kerr (2002) and Hays-Mitchell (1998) argue that 

structural adjustment policies have hit women especially hard.  
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Background of FINCA-Peru 

 FINCA-Peru has branch locations in three different Peruvian cities: Lima, 

Huancavellica, and Ayacucho, and also provides micro-finance services to several rural 

areas. The interviews for this study, as well as the exit survey data, were conducted in 

Ayacucho. Ayacucho is an Andean city, of approximately 140,000 people (MongaBay, 

2005) located in a region also called Ayacucho, where the indigenous language is 

Quechua, but Spanish is widely spoken. The region suffered from political violence in the 

1980s and 1990s in a war between the Maoist group Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) 

and the Peruvian government. Kent (1993) details the way in which the Shining Path 

initiated armed conflict in the region of Ayacucho, and slowly became increasingly 

influential, both in Ayacucho and in other regions of Peru. An estimated 69,000 people 

were killed (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2003), many of them rural, Quechua-

speaking people of the Ayacucho region, who were frequently trapped between the armed 

groups. Many of the first 180 members of FINCA-Peru were widows who had lost their 

husbands in the conflict.  

 FINCA-Peru’s mission, according to its 2009 annual report, is to “To generate 

holistic and innovative solutions for the social inclusion and full development of women 

and communities of scarce resources.” The Ayacucho branch of FINCA-Peru, where this 

case study was conducted, serves over 15,000 small entrepreneurs who would otherwise 

have no access to the formal banking system. The MFI’s clientele consists of 

approximately 90% women, most of whom work as small store-owners, artisans, food 

processors, street and market vendors, and agricultural producers. There is a strong 

emphasis on personal savings at FINCA-Peru, as well as punctuality and values such as 



 11

honesty. - 

 In addition to the financial services typically provided by banks, FINCA-Peru 

offers numerous training sessions on topics such as business, nutrition, and personal 

development. One such series of classes, called Gender Action Learning Systems 

(GALS) is the subject of this case study. 

 

Gender Action Learning Systems 

 Gender Action Learning System (GALS) is an adaptation of the Participatory 

Action Learning System (PALS), a methodology originally designed and implemented in 

Uganda in 2002 by Linda Mayoux with the help of individuals in Sudan, India, Pakistan, 

and the United States. Over 2,000 women are currently using GALS methodology in 

Uganda, and over 25,000 are using it in Asia, Latin America, and elsewhere in Africa 

(WEMANGlobal, 2009). The GALS program began at FINCA-Peru in January, 2009 

with funding from OXFAM NOVIB. 

 The GALS program, as offered by FINCA-Peru, consists of 12 sessions of small 

group meetings. Each small group is made up of 8-12 socias1, led by a trained GALS 

leader, who is usually accompanied by an assistant to help with note-taking and other 

logistics. Each GALS participant has a workbook, in which they complete their work. 

Each session lasts 20-50 minutes and takes places during the regularly scheduled bank-

group meeting time.  

                                                 
1. -The members of FINCA-Peru are called socias at the bank, and will be referred to as such for the 

remainder of this paper. FINCA-Peru is made up of many smaller bank-groups, each group led by 
a bank employee. These leaders are called promotoras at the bank, and will be referred to as such 
for the remainder of the paper. 
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 The program involves the use of diagrams and drawings to help women to reflect 

upon and understand their own experiences and to plan for the future. The use of  

drawings in addition to written words helps cater to women who are illiterate or 

uncomfortable with writing. GALS includes discussions of what the socias like and 

dislike about being women, which of their current relationships are positive and negative, 

and what events and experiences have shaped their lives. After each socia shares their 

ideas on the topic for the session, the participants are asked to think of what could be 

some of the causes of the problems they are experiencing in their lives, and what steps 

they can take to solve the problems. For example, in one GALS session, the socias were 

discussing the fact that they have too much housework, and they came up with solutions 

including better planning and asking family members for help. At the end of each session 

discussing solutions, the socias are asked to make a promise for that week that addresses 

the solution discussed that day. At the next GALS meeting, the socias are asked if they 

fulfilled their promise. An example of a promise for the solution discussed above could 

be “I will ask my children for help around the house.” 

 There are also two sessions specifically designed to help participants plan for the 

future. In one of these, the socias describe the dreams they have for their lives, which 

often include the lives of their family members as well. In a later session, the socias make 

a plan for the next year of their life, as a way to make steps toward the dreams they have 

for themselves and their families.  
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Methodology 

 The bulk of the research for this project consisted of interviews with women 

involved in the GALS training sessions. I conducted each interview personally. There 

were a total of 66 interviews. Of these, 57 were socias who had completed GALS 

training, 5 were promotoras, and 4 were GALS program leaders. The interviewees were 

informed ahead of time that the interview was voluntary, and that the results would be 

anonymous. All interviews took place at the MFI, usually on benches outside the bank-

group meeting rooms. Each interview with a socia took place during the bank-group 

meetings. I spoke with each promotora beforehand to make sure that brief interruptions 

to call names of socias to be interviewed would not be a problem. The methodology was 

similar for interviews with GALS program leaders and promotoras, but interviews were 

conducted during parts of the day that they did not have bank-group meetings, as opposed 

to during the regular bank-group meeting times. There are only four GALS program 

leaders and five bank-group leaders (there are more bank-groups (nine) than bank-group 

leaders interviewed here because some of the bank leaders had more than one group who 

had completed GALS training).  

 The interview questions for the socias, GALS program leaders, and promotoras 

can be found in Appendices A, B, and C respectively. The questions were written in 

Spanish, and for the two socias who preferred an interview in Quechua, another socia 

who spoke both languages interpreted. The interviews were conducted between July 22, 

2009, and September 4, 2009. The interviews with socias lasted between five and fifteen 

minutes, while the interviews with the promotoras and GALS leaders lasted between ten 

and thirty minutes. The interview for the socias was modified slightly over time. This 
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was the result of my learning more about the program as time went on, and also 

improvements in the translation that allowed the socias to better understand the 

questions. The modifications are described in the relevant Findings and Interpretation 

sections below, and identified in Appendix A.  

 In addition to interviews, I use surveys from the nine bank-groups that had 

completed GALS at the time of my research. The surveys were administered by FINCA-

Peru and were anonymous. The survey questions can be found in Appendix D. 

 Selection: Socia interviewees were selected from among the nine bank-groups 

(bancomunales) that had completed the GALS training. The goal of the research is to 

better understand the impact of the GALS program. I interviewed only socias with 

consistent attendance (having attended at least 8 of the 12 sessions), believing that it 

would be difficult to evaluate the program if a person had missed many sessions. 

Although this potentially creates a favorable bias (if the socias find the program valuable, 

they are more likely to attend), this possible bias was evaluated and is not considered a 

challenge to the results. The sessions were held as part of the bank-group meeting, 

making attendance at the GALS sessions a required part of bank membership. To 

participate in the loan receiving and repayment process, socias would also need to 

participate in GALS. All five of the promotoras I interviewed confirmed that there were 

minor attendance issues for the GALS sessions, but that these problems were not unique 

to the GALS program.  

 At the time of the interviews, not all bank-groups at FINCA-Peru had received the 

GALS training. Nine bank-groups had finished the training, and 17 more bank-groups 

were in the process of finishing. There are more than 200 bank-groups in FINCA-Peru, 
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Ayacucho. According to the GALS leaders, the first bank-groups to receive GALS 

training were not selected at random, but rather were selected based on several criteria, 

including “strength”, consistently making loan repayments on time, participation in 

training sessions, identifying with FINCA, and not having many problems. It is possible, 

therefore, that the GALS program will be received differently by the socias in the other 

bank-groups. It is also entirely possible that there will be no difference. Further study is 

required to find out how the program works for bank-groups that are not as strong, or 

have more problems making their payments.  

 Interviewer as an outsider: I conducted these interviews as a racial and cultural 

outsider. It was completely obvious to each and every person I interviewed that I was a 

foreigner for several reasons: First, I am 6’ 2” with blond hair and blue eyes. Secondly, I 

spoke less-than-perfect Spanish, and not a word of Quechua. The fact that I am male is 

also something to consider when evaluating responses. Due to the fact that the GALS 

program is specifically structured to empower women and discuss aspects of women’s 

lives, I was not even able to attend and observe a GALS session until the end of my time 

in Peru, when I had gained the trust of the GALS leaders.   

 Although it is impossible to know for sure, it seemed that the socias and other 

interviewees were comfortable with me as an interviewer. Foreign volunteers are fairly 

common at FINCA (there were as many as seven when I worked there). It was also fairly 

common for socias to leave bank meetings to do interviews for other reasons (primarily 

profiles for Kiva loans), so the interview setting and timing was familiar.  

 Perceptions vs. Hard Data: This study relies on testimony from socias that 

participated in GALS as well as the promotoras and GALS leaders who facilitated the 
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sessions. The results, therefore, are the perceptions of the effects of GALS, rather than 

hard data about the effects, such as “did domestic violence decrease in the homes of 

women who had participated in GALS?” That said, the women interviewed and surveyed 

are in the best position to know what is going on in their own lives, and whether or not 

various training sessions were effective for them.  

 

Findings and Interpretations 

Several key themes emerged from the interviews and exit survey data. The findings of 

this study are organized into these themes below.   

 Improving Self-Esteem: Hays-Mitchell (1998) describes the way in which 

gender-focused programs at micro-finance institutions work towards strengthening the 

confidence and feelings of self-worth of individual bank members. The results of this 

study show that the GALS program has been useful in this way.  

 During her interview, a promotora called GALS “a tool for the socias to value 

themselves more as women”.  This increase in self-respect is a primary goal of the GALS 

program, partially because it is thought that women are less likely to tolerate domestic 

violence if they believe that they are valuable as human beings. The interviews did not 

include any questions directly about changed perceptions of self-worth, but numerous 

socias, bank-group leaders, and GALS facilitators brought it up during interviews. For 

example, when asked about the most useful or important part of GALS, one socia 

responded: “The men are sometimes abusive to us, but we have to learn not to stand for 

it, and to tell others about it.” Another said: “We have to value ourselves so that they will 

value us.” Six women (11%) listed “improved self-esteem” as the most useful or 
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important part of GALS. Four women (7%) also brought the issue up when asked about 

other areas of life that had been changed by GALS participation. Several of the 

promotoras interviewed also noticed improvements in women’s self-esteem. During an 

interview, one of them told me: “I have seen changes. If the husband is hitting them at 

home, at times women will just accept it. But after GALS there is a change in the house 

and the woman says: “No! I have value and you cannot treat me this way.”  

 This increase in self-esteem and perception of self-worth represents a change that 

is usually difficult. When asked about the greatest challenges of the program, three out of 

four GALS leaders said the hardest part is helping women see that their lives could 

change; that it was fine to ask family members for help with household chores, and not 

acceptable for their husbands to beat them.  

 At the end of the interviews with the GALS leaders, I asked if there was anything 

else they would like to say. Two of the women specifically mentioned the importance of 

attitude in any change in the lives of the GALS participants. The first said: 

Oftentimes there are women that are being hit at home, but they do 
nothing about it. There is no initiative taken to say: “do not treat me this 
way.” There needs to be a change of attitude.  
 

And the second responded: 
 

The process of changing attitudes is complicated. No matter what you do, 
or how hard you work, or what material you teach or present, ultimately, it 
comes down to the socias and their decision to change their life. We are 
only a medium.  

 

 Communication: Although there were no questions in the interviews that related 

specifically to communication, it came up frequently as one of the areas that had been 

changed by participation in the GALS program. When I asked women about relationships 
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that had been changed by GALS training, 24 of the 57 women (42%) mentioned 

improvements in communication, most often within the family. The specific responses 

included words like “dialogue”, “conversing”, “relating”, “sharing ideas” 

“understanding”, “expressing”, “listening”, and “communication”. Part of the importance 

of this communication for women’s empowerment could be the sharing of ideas 

presented in the GALS sessions. For example, one socia, when asked about relationships 

that had been changed as a result of participation in the program, responded: “Whenever 

we have GALS, I go home and tell my family about it. I always listen, and they all listen 

too.” And another said: “Before, there was a lack of understanding in the family. Now, 

there is better communication in the relationship and better treatment.” The relationship 

between improved communication and improvements in the way women are treated was 

also noted by a promotora:  

We hope to help [the GALS participants] realize that women don’t have to 
do everything in the house. This idea has been passed in many cases from 
generation to generation, that, because I have a baby, I have to do 
everything and take care of everything. I do think GALS accomplishes this 
goal. I have had socias come up to me and say ‘Why did it take me so long 
to realize this? That I don’t have to do everything in the house, and that I 
can ask my husband for help?’ They don’t all realize this all at once, but 
gradually, as classes go on, they begin to have conversations with their 
husbands. There are no laws in Peru that say ‘A woman has to do this, this 
and this’. Women just have to realize that they need to ask for help, but as 
women, we feel like we have to do it all.  

 
 Changed Relationships within the family: Thirty-five of  the socias I 

interviewed (61%) said that GALS helped the relationships within their family, or 

changed the behavior of a family member. Twenty-five (44%) said that GALS had helped 

them take better care of their children. Not tolerating domestic violence is also an 

important change that was mentioned above in the discussion on improvements in self-
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esteem. When asked about other changes in her life caused by GALS participation, one 

woman responded: “The behavior of my husband. Before, he was aggressive, but little by 

little he came to realize that he should change. He used to be very jealous, but now lets 

me go out and sometimes comes to pick me up.” Nineteen (33%) socias specifically 

mentioned their husbands or boyfriends when asked about changed relationships within 

their family. Eighteen (32%) socias said that the most useful or important part of the 

GALS training was that which had to do with family issues.  

 While the testimony of the women in this study indicates that they consider 

GALS important and useful, it is possible that some of the improvements in relationships 

between the socias and their husbands or boyfriends were also the result of the socias 

generating increased incomes. FINCA-Peru helps many women start or improve small 

businesses, which helps the socias to be more secure financially. Dworkin & Schipani 

(2009) and Yunus (2007) have shown that when women have their own source of 

income, they tend to be treated better by their partners. For example during an interview, 

one socia said: “When our husbands treat us badly, we can say “No” because we work 

also.” There are several reasons for this change in treatment that occurs when wives or 

girlfriends start to earn income. For one, men may see their wives or girlfriends as 

persons of higher status, and usually benefit directly from these earnings with at least 

minor improvements in standard of living. Also, when women are completely 

economically dependent on their husband or boyfriend, they may be more likely to 

tolerate domestic violence or other mistreatment. When women have a source of their 

own income, they are more able to leave their partners without fear of failing to provide 

for themselves and their children.  
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 It should also be mentioned that these changes within the family, especially 

changes between the socias and partners, are not easy and are not universal among GALS 

participants. As an example of the difficulty of making these changes, a GALS leader 

described for me the situation of one of her socias: 

There was one woman whose husband beat her badly, but even after her 
kids were grown up, she stayed with him. I asked her why she did not 
leave, but she said ‘If I leave, what will the neighbors say? What will my 
family think? No, it is better that I stay.’”  

 
 Planning for the future: In the exit survey, socias were asked to pick their 

favorite session from the GALS program. Session 5, “La Visión” (Vision) was the most 

popular session, chosen forty-four times (31%). In this session women are asked to think 

about how they want their lives to look in the future, and think of steps they can take to 

make their vision a reality. Seven (12%) of the women I interviewed said that planning 

for the future was the most useful or important part of GALS. Eight women (14%) also 

said “planning for the future” when I asked them about other areas of their lives that had 

been changed by GALS. One promotora mentioned that part of the importance of the 

GALS program was simply providing an opportunity for women to think about planning 

for the future for the first time:  

It is very important for women to understand that they can guide their 
lives. The women that understand these things, they start to conduct their 
lives better. Many of the women say that they have never thought about 
these things before. The idea of planning was new. 
 

 Business: I was informed by a GALS leader that, while the program does not 

focus on economics or business, they do come up occasionally in dialogue about other 

subjects. For example, if the group is discussing goals for the future, oftentimes the goals 

include economic security. My interview included a question asking if GALS had 
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changed the socia’s business in any way. FINCA gives many training sessions about 

economics and business practices. Therefore, it is difficult to know if the responses about 

changes in business are a result of previous training or the GALS program. Forty-four  

(77%) of the socias responded that GALS had changed their business, while eight (14%) 

responded that it had not. Nine (16%) of the socias I interviewed said that the most useful 

or important part of GALS was the sessions about business. Of those who said that GALS 

had helped their business, ten (18%) mentioned that their treatment of clients has 

improved. 

 Control over Income: Question four of my interview attempted to find 

information about who in the family controls the income. I asked this question to try to 

address one of the critical aspects of women’s empowerment: control over income, and 

decisions about spending. Arku & Arku (2009) pointed out ways in which micro-finance 

influenced gender roles and decision-making in Ghana. They found that when women 

contributed more to the household income, they tended to have more of a role in the 

household decisions. Others, however, including Patrick Bond (2007) and Tsikata & Kerr 

(2002), have claimed that the women are merely puppets in receiving the loans, and 

immediately turn all decision-making over to their husbands or boyfriends. The results of 

this study do not support this theory.  

 Of the first 26 socias I interviewed, twenty-three (88%) women responded that 

GALS had helped them have more control over their income and three (12%) responded 

that it had not. Two of those three said that control over income was not a problem. Some 

of the responses from the first 26 interviews indicate that the women were referring to 

FINCA-Peru in general, as opposed to the GALS program specifically. Making this 
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clarification proved difficult at times. I made changes to this question after the 26th 

interview that asked more pointedly about men’s control over women’s earnings. Of the 

thirty-one women who were asked specifically about the problem of men having control 

over the woman’s income, eighteen (58%) replied that it was not a problem, and that they 

themselves had control over the money, and four (13%) responded that GALS had 

helped. Nine (29%) of the women in the second group were either divorced, widowed, or 

separated, and were not included in either of the previous two totals. This question asked 

specifically about relationships with a partner such as a husband or boyfriend, meaning 

that a the father or brother taking control of a socia’s earnings was not addressed.  

 Social Space: Hays-Mitchell (1998) shows that an important role of these gender-

focused programs is to give socias the opportunity to exchange ideas and advice, and to 

be a part of a mutual-support system. I did not ask any questions specifically about this 

topic, but numerous women interviewed mentioned ways in which GALS was 

particularly useful in this regard. Four women (7%) said conversing with and learning 

from other women was the most useful or important part of GALS. One socia, for 

example, responded: “Within groups, we speak about how to overcome problems, how to 

accomplish goals. We have shared our experiences in these situations.” Another, 

speaking about parts of her life that had been impacted by GALS, responded: “I had a 

problem with my son. I talked to everyone at GALS about it. They supported me and told 

me “You can do it!”. It helps psychologically.” One of the GALS leaders also brought up 

the importance of the conversations that occur between women at the MFI during GALS:  

They learn about themselves through the experience of others. When they 
see a happy couple, they realize that a happy life is possible. When they 
live only with their family, they don’t have anything to compare their life 
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to. Conversing with other women makes it easier to compare their lives to 
others. 

 
 Given that numerous women interviewed placed high importance on these 

interactions, it may come as a surprise that not one (0/57) mentioned any changes within 

their community when asked. It is possible that the term “community” was not being 

used in a culturally correct way, but also possible that the women understood the 

question’s intended meaning perfectly, and that the program had little impact on 

relationships with people outside their family. Changes in a woman’s community (as 

opposed to family/household) are not necessarily a goal of GALS, so this is not a 

statement about the effectiveness of the program.  

 Writing Difficulties: Many of the women receiving the GALS training did not 

know how to write. For some of them, GALS was their first time using a writing utensil 

of any kind. My interviews did not originally have a question about writing, but when I 

became aware that it was an issue, I added a question to the interview that read: “There 

are some women in the GALS program that do not know how to write. Is this a big 

problem?” Unfortunately, only five interviews included this question. All five confirmed 

that some women, especially older women, could not write. Three of these five said that 

the lack of writing skills could be overcome by communicating in other ways. A bank-

group leader was aware of the problem writing posed for some of her socias: 

There are some women who do not want to participate because they 
cannot write, and are ashamed. We say ‘It doesn’t matter, you can just 
draw’, but some of them also do not know how to draw, and we say ‘It 
doesn’t matter, we will help you’. Usually, if a woman starts, and sits 
down and tries to draw and receives help, she is happy and enjoys herself.  

 
 When my interview responses were combined with the exit survey results, five 

(2.5%) of the socias recommended that the program find a different teaching method for 
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women who cannot write. One promotora suggested that it may be better for the program 

leaders or promotoras to do the drawings ahead of time and allow the socias to select 

from the drawings to best describe their situations. This could be a way to better engage 

women who are not comfortable writing or drawing. Similarly, I asked the GALS 

program leaders about changes they have made to the sessions, and one of them 

mentioned that they have had to adjust their use of vocabulary because many of the 

women do not understand all of the higher-level vocabulary. Although the classes are 

taught in Spanish, each of the GALS leaders spoke Quechua, the indigenous language of 

the region. 

 Overall impressions of GALS: When my interviews were combined with the 

results from the exit surveys, the overall response was overwhelmingly positive. In the 

exit survey, 136/140 (97%) responded that they liked the GALS sessions. The same 

number said they would recommend GALS to their friends and family members. After 22 

interviews, I added a question that asked whether or not GALS was worth the effort; 

whether it was a good use of time or not. I added this question to try to get an overall 

sense of whether the socias valued the program. Thirty-four (97%) of the socias I asked 

said that GALS was worth the effort and was a good use of time. All four of the GALS 

leaders said they believe GALS is accomplishing its goals. All five of the bank-group 

leaders interviewed spoke favorably of GALS. Although I have complete confidence in 

the honest responses of the promotoras and GALS program leaders, there is a potential 

conflict of interest here that must be acknowledged. It could be problematic for these 

employees of FINCA-Peru to respond in such a way that could make them seem like they 

were not doing their jobs well. 
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 Recommendations from the socias: Given that the GALS program was well 

received by almost all the women who participated, it is not surprising that the most 

popular suggestion or recommendation was that the program would continue and that the 

promotoras and GALS program leaders would keep teaching. When the results from my 

interviews and the exit surveys were combined, fifty-nine socias (30%) responded in this 

way . Thirty socias (15%) either had no suggestions or simply said “Thank you” or “We 

liked the classes”. There were, however, some ideas for improvement.  

 There were several ideas about the logistics of the sessions. The length of the 

sessions was one of them. Five (9%) of the socias I interviewed said that the sessions 

were too short. A question specifically about session duration was asked in the exit 

survey, in which thirty-three (24%) women said the sessions were too short, seventy-

three (52%) said they were about right, and eleven (8%) said they were too long. Given 

this, it is difficult to say for certain that a change of the length of the sessions would be 

beneficial. One bank-group leader brought up the fact that it would be better if the GALS 

sessions did a better job of starting and ending on time, because many of the women have 

jealous husbands who are angry if their wives arrive home late. This makes the women 

understandably nervous when the sessions carry on longer than their scheduled time. The 

issue of classroom size was also mentioned several times. When my interviews were 

combined with the exit survey results, thirteen socias (6.6%) recommended improving 

the classroom. The exit survey specifically asked a question about whether or not the 

GALS classrooms were adequate, which had eighteen  (12.9%) wishing for a better room, 

whereas one-hundred and twenty (85.7%) said that the room was adequate. So while 
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there are socias who feel that the classroom should be improved, the majority responded 

that the classroom was adequate. 

 There were several suggestions for adjustments to the content of the GALS 

program. When my interviews and the exit surveys were combined, there were ten socias 

(5%) who recommended more sessions about family and nine (5%) who wanted more 

sessions about business. There were also six women (3%) who recommended providing 

the socias with access to a psychologist.  

 Table 1, below, provides the recommendations from the socias. The totals on the 

right are the number of responses, which include both the exit survey results and my 

interviews. If one of the socias I interviewed gave the same recommendation on both the 

interview and on the exit survey, that recommendation is counted twice. 
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Table 1.  
Suggestions from Socias (N=197) 

# of Responses Suggestion 

59 Keep teaching us 

21 No suggestions 

15 Question left blank 

13 Get a better classroom 

12 Have longer sessions 

10 Have more sessions about family 

9 Improve the sessions 

9 Thanks/We liked the classes 

9 Have more sessions about business 

6 Provide us with access to a psychologist 

5 Find alternative method to teach those who cannot write 

4 Use TV or videos to present material 

3 Open up the focus (things outside the family) 

3 Have shorter sessions 

3 Include socias family members in GALS sessions 

3 Include some songs or games in the sessions 

3 Have a special day set aside for GALS 

3 The socias should participate more 

2 Discuss self-esteem more 

2 Do not separate into small groups because it wastes time 

2 Have more discussions during the sessions 

2 Provide us with time to share things as women 

2 Have new themes (session topics) 

2 Have more sessions about daily life 

2 Provide more support for artisans 

1 GALS facilitators should be better trained 

1 Have more patience/understanding with the socias 

1 Summarize the training sessions 

1 Explain things with a chalkboard 

1 Have more sessions about improving the household 

1 Change the class materials 

1 Ask the socias what topics to cover in class 

1 Have more sessions about domestic violence 

1 Make the sessions more consecutive 

1 Increase the sessions and implement the materials 

1 The socias should be more responsible 

1 Have fewer sessions 

1 Have the GALS program outside of regular bank meetings 

1 Be more strict with the socias 

1 Try to increase attendance numbers 

1 Check in with socias to see if they are on track with their goals 

1 Offer workshops instead of training sessions 

1 The socias should be more punctual 

Source: Fieldwork, 2009  
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 I also asked the promotoras and GALS leaders for any ideas they had about ways 

the program could possibly be improved. The GALS leaders expressed three different 

ideas, all three of which were also mentioned by at least one socia. Each of the 

suggestions below was mentioned by one GALS leader as an idea of things they 

themselves could do to improve the GALS program (there are only three because one of 

the four had no suggestions).  

• Allow more time for the socias to express themselves and explore their 
ideas, and place less of an emphasis on the leaders taking notes of what 
everyone has said.  

• Continue to check in with the socias after the program is complete to see if 
they are making progress with the material and their life plans.  

• Look for ways to improve socia participation during the sessions.  
 

The promotoras had also had several ideas for how the program could be improved: 

• Try to be very clear with our communication, and not mis-interpret the 
 women’s ideas. 

• Have an assistant (in addition to GALS leader) with each small group at 
 each session. 

• Condense the program such that there are fewer sessions, because the 
 women get tired. 

 
 Due to the wide variety of suggestions from the socias, it is difficult to prescribe a 

list of changes that would be agreed upon as improvements by all GALS participants. It is 

clear, however, that the majority of socias value the GALS program and would like it to 

continue. It may be that the best course of action to address as many individual needs as 

possible is to continue the program and keep communication open between GALS 

leaders, promotoras, and socias so that minor adjustments can be made to individual 

sessions when possible.  
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Conclusions and Recommendations:- 

 The evidence from this study indicates that GALS is an effective way to empower 

women receiving micro-loans from FINCA-Peru. This empowerment, as mentioned 

above, is important for several reasons. First, if women are beaten in their homes, they 

are being denied basic human rights. GALS serves as a way to help women develop self-

esteem and communication skills that can help address this problem1. The program also 

serves as a support group for women, allowing them to discuss their lives with other 

women who may be going through similar situations. The second reason has to do with 

the economic development of families, communities, and countries. Gender equality is 

vital for economic development. Not only because women make up around half of the 

population (a large portion of the economic potential of any country), but also because 

women are more often than not the ones taking care of children. If women are not 

empowered, they will likely lack access to educational opportunities, which puts their 

children at a disadvantage. Also, as was mentioned above, women in developing 

countries tend to spend more of their income on their dependent children than men do.  

 Increasing women’s access to credit through the use of micro-lending is a 

powerful tool, both for increasing gender equality and helping poor people generate 

enough income to break out of poverty. It is possible, however, to improve upon simply 

distributing loans to poor women. As FINCA-Peru has shown through the use of the 

GALS program, a micro-finance institution can make a difference in women’s lives by 

offering social programs specifically designed to empower women. This confirms prior  

                                                 
- 1. This in no way is intended to blame domestic violence on its victims. The fact that a program like 
GALS can, in some situations, help empower women to resist domestic violence does not mean that it is 
ever a woman’s fault for being a victim of abuse.  
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research that showed the importance of these gendered social programs (Dworkin & 

Schipani, 2007; Izugbara, 2004; Mayoux, 2001; Hays-Mitchell, 1998). This case study, 

when combined with existing literature, indicates that in order to maximize the positive 

impact on women, their families, and their communities, micro-finance institutions such 

as FINCA-Peru would do well to include women’s empowerment programs as part of 

their services.  
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Appendix A: Socia Interview Questions 
 

1)  How long have you been a member of FINCA? 
 ¿Por cuánto tiempo ha estado Ud. una socia en FINCA? 

 
2)  What do you use FINCA loans for? 
 ¿En qué ha usado Ud. sus préstamos de FINCA? 
  
3) Have any of your relationships in your family or community been changed by  
 GALS training? 
 ¿En su opinión, han cambiado de alguna manera las relaciones que tiene Ud. con 
 su familia o comunidad debido a la capacitaciónes de GALS? 
 
4) Has the GALS training helped you take more control over your income?1 
 ¿Las capacitaciones de GALS le han ayudado a tener más control sobre sus 
 ingresos? 
 
5) Are there other areas of your life that have been impacted by GALS training? 
 ¿Hay otros aspectos de su vida que han cambiado por la capacitación de  GALS? 
 
6) What has been the most useful part of the GALS program? 
 ¿Cuál ha sido la parte más útil o importante de la capacitación de GALS? 
 
7) What would you change about the GALS program? 
 ¿Qué cambios recomendaría Ud. en la capacitaciones de GALS? 
  
8) Has your participation in the GALS program changed your business in any way? 
 ¿Su participación en el programa de GALS ha cambiado su negocio en alguna 
 manera? 
 
9) Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 Hay algo más que le gustaría decir? 

 
10) In your opinion, is GALS worth it? Is it a good use of time, or not?2 
      ¿En su opinión, GALS vale la pena? ¿Es un buen uso de tiempo, o no? 
 
11) There are some women in the GALS program that do not know how to write. Is    
…...this a big problem?  
      Hay algunas señoras en el programa que no saben escribir. ¿Este es un gran  
…...problema o no? 
- 

                                                 
1. After the 26th interview, question was changed slightly to read: “Sometimes, there is the problem in 
a couple that the man has all the control over the income. Has GALS helped you with this or not, or is 
it not a problem? (Algo vez en la pareja hay un problema que el varón tiene todo el control sobre los 
ingresos. GALS le ha ayudado con este o no, o no es un problema?) 
2. Question 10 was added after the 22nd interview.       
3. Question 11 was added after the 52nd interview.  
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Appendix B: Promotora Interview Questions 
 
1)  What is your opinion of GALS?  
 ¿Qué es su opinión sobre GALS? 
 
2)  Are there changes that you’ve seen in your socias as a result of GALS? 
 ¿Hay cambios que has visto en sus socias porque de las capacitaciones? 
 
3)  Are there socias that don’t come to GALS because they don’t want to? Is writing 
 a problem? 
 ¿Hay socias que no vienen a GALS porque no quieren? ¿El escribir es una 
 problema? 
 
4)  Are there changes that you would recommend for the GALS program? 
 ¿Hay cambios que recomendarías para las capacitaciones de GALS? 
 
5)  What other trainings does FINCA offer? 
 ¿Que otros capacitaciones ofrece FINCA para sus socias? 
 
6)  Is there anything else you would like to say? 
 ¿Hay algo mas que le gustaria decir? 
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Appendix C: GALS Leaders Interview Questions 
 
 

1) Does every FINCA client receive the GALS training? 
 ¿Cada social en FINCA-Perú recibe las capacitaciones de GALS? 
 
2)  Could you explain to me a little how the training is done (when, for how long, 
 how many clients per group?) 
 ¿Podrías explicame un poco como hacen las capacitaciones? ¿Cuándo pasan? 
 ¿Por cuánto tiempo?  ¿Cuantas socias en cada grupo? 
 
3)  What are the goals of GALS? 
 ¿Cuales son las metas de GALS? 
 
4)  Do you think that GALS accomplishes these goals? 
 ¿Piensas que las capacitaciones logran estos metas? 
 
5)  What are the biggest challenges for GALS, and for you as a leader? 
 ¿Cuáles son los desafios más grandes para GALS y para Ud, como líder? 
 
6)  Are there any changes you have made to the training? 
 ¿Hay cambios que Uds. han hecho a las capacitaciones de GALS? 
 
7)  Are there any other changes that you recommend? 
 ¿Hay otros cambios que recomendariás? 
 
8)  Did you have to take some form of class to be a GALS leader? 
 ¿Uds. tenían que tomar clases o algo para poder ser las “profesores” de GALS? 
 
9)  Is there anything else you would like to say or that you think I should know? 
 ¿Hay algo mas que le gustaría decir, o que pensas que yo debo saber? 
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Appendix D: GALS Exit Survey Questions 
 

1) Did you like the GALS workshops? 
 ¿Te gustaron los talleres GALS? 
 

2) Why? 
 ¿Porqué? 
  

3) Which session did you like the most? 
 ¿Qué sesión te gustó más? 
 

4) What session did you like the least? 
 ¿Qué sesión te gustó menos? 
 

5) Do you feel that something has changed in your life? 
 ¿Sientes que ha cambiado algo en tu vida? 
 

6) Do you think you will put what you learned in practice? 
 ¿Piensas poner en practica lo que aprendiste? 
 

7) Did you like the facilitator (the GALS leader)? 
 ¿Te gustó tu facilitadora? 
 

8) Was the classroom adequate for the sessions? 
 ¿El ambiente do los talleres fue adecuado? 
 

9) Was the allotted time adequate? 
 ¿El tiempo de los talleres fue adecuado? 
 

10)  Were the materials adequate? 
 ¿Los materiales fueron adecuados? 
 

11)  Would you recommend the workshops to friends and family members? 
 ¿Recomendarías el taller a tus amigas y/o familiares? 
 

12)  Do you have any recommendations for how to improve the workshops? 
 ¿Recomendaciones para mejorar los talleres? 
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