
What affects a woman’s ability to control her own 
circumstances and fulfil her own interests and priorities? 
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PROJECT EFFECTIVENESS REVIEWS
‘enhancing effectiveness through evidence-based learning’

Promoting Sustainable Livelihoods for Women & 
Vulnerable Groups: Malawi 2012/13
This project was implemented between 2009 and 2013 in collaboration with the Centre for Alternatives for Victimised 
Women and Children (CAVWOC), and aimed at empowering vulnerable people – especially women – through 
engagement in production and facilitating access to markets.

Three main activities have been carried out under this project, all of which have been implemented in two Traditional 
Areas (TAs) of Chiradzulu District. Firstly, the partners have facilitated the creation of, and provided capacity-building 
support for, village savings and loans (VSL) groups with almost exclusively female membership.  Approximately 
180 groups have been established across 81 different villages, each with between 15 and 25 members who meet 
together each week and make savings deposits.  The savings deposits are used to make loans to group members, 
with loan sizes and payment terms decided by the group.  The second component of the project involved supporting a 
smaller group of households in horticultural production (particularly the production of tomatoes), by providing training, 
technical support and inputs. Fifty households were supported in horticulture production during the fi rst two years of 
the project’s lifetime, with the number expanded to 282 households since November 2011. Finally, the project has 
supported 56 groups, each consisting of seven to ten households, in establishing piggery units. The partners provided 
fi ve hybrid pigs to each group, as well as materials for construction of the piggery units and an initial supply of feed.  
The pigs are intended to be bred for sale in markets; however, epidemics of African swine fever in 2011 and in early 
2013 severely affected the local pig population, and are thought to have limited the impact of these activities to date. 
Complementing these activities, the partners have also carried out activities to raise awareness and reduce the 
acceptance of gender-based violence in communities in the project area.

EFFECTIVENESS REVIEW SAMPLE 2012/13:  AFGHANISTAN     ALBANIA     CHAD     CHILE     ETHIOPIA     
GEORGIA     GHANA     GUATEMALA     HONDURAS     KENYA     LIBERIA     MALAWI     MALI     MOZAMBIQUE    

 NEPAL     NIGERIA        PAN AFRICA     SIERRA LEONE     SIERRA LEONE (confl ict)   SOUTH SUDAN     SRI LANKA    
 TANZANIA     VIETNAM     YEMEN    ZAMBIA      

Figure 1: The fi gure presents the different 
dimensions and characteristics of women’s 
empowerment assessed in this effectiveness 
review.  
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Evaluation method Results

Going forward

The approach adopted to evaluate the success of 
this work was a “quasi-experimental” design, where 
women who had participated in VSL groups and other 
project activities in seven of the group-village headman 
areas (GVHs) were compared to women with similar 
characteristics in nearby GVHs. Within these seven 
GVHs, 38 VSL groups (across 26 villages) were selected 
at random; within each of those 38 groups, individual 
group members were randomly selected to participate 
in the survey. This lead to a total of 185 VSL members 
being surveyed. The survey questions allowed the 
project’s impact on various dimensions of women’s 
empowerment to be evaluated, as well as outcomes 
relating to household’s (and specificially women’s)
access to and use of credit, agricultural production, and 
indicators of material wellbeing. At the analysis stage, 
the statistical tools of propensity-score matching (PSM) 
and multivariable regression were used to reduce bias 
in making comparisons between the supported and 
comparison households.

The results provide clear evidence that the establishment 
of the VSL groups has lead to members making regular 
savings, and has had a positive impact on the availability 
of credit in these communities. Those supported in 
horticulture production, as well as the VSL members 
more generally, produced a wider range of crops than 
households in the comparison communities, and 
generated revenue from agricultural production that was 
several times higher than they would have done 
otherwise.  

In terms of women’s empowerment, project participants 
demonstrated greater empowerment than comparison 
respondents mainly in those characteristics directly 
connected to the project activities: savings, access to 
credit, and participation in community groups.  
However, it also appears that women who have 
participated in the project activities are more likely to 
play the main role in household cash management, and 
perhaps also displayed more positive attitudes towards 
women’s economic and domestic roles.  Strangely, 
project participants were more likely to say that marital 
violence could be justified in some circumstances than 
were comparison respondents – though this perhaps 
reflects greater confidence on the part of these women in 
voicing their opinions on this sensitive subject.  

Outcome Rating Commentary

Increased savings VSL group members report saving regularly and have much greater accumulated 
savings than women in comparison communities.

Improved access to credit Large difference between VSL members and women in comparison communities 
in their ability to access loans, and to the sizes of loans that are available. 

Increased agricultural produc-
tion and sales

VSL members applied more fertilizer on average and brought approximately twice 
the value of crops to market than comparison respondents. Those included in 
the horticulture component have applied improved techniques, produced a wider 
range of crops, and made sales much larger than comparison respondents. 

Improved household income 
and food security

Indications of slightly improved food security and dietary diversity among VSL 
members general and horticulture participants specifically – but the evidence is 
not conclusive.  No evidence of an improvement in other indicators of material 
wellbeing.

Overall index of women’s 
empowerment

VSL group members display significantly more positive characteristics of 
empowerment than do comparison respondents.

During the remainder of this project’s implementation period, the partners are putting more emphasis on the use of 
credit for supporting food production at the household level. Committees are to be restructured to encourage more 
participation from women in decision-making. Meetings to raise awareness on the issue of gender-based violence will 
be carried out, and changes will be monitored through engagement with the Victim Support Unit and other community 
structures.

Rating key:     - Evidence supporting large impact;      - Evidence 
supporting more modest impact;     - Evidence of large impact, but only 
for specific sub-groups/measures;       - Evidence of modest impact, but
only for specific sub-groups/measures;       - No evidence of impact 
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