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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Gendered Enterprise and Markets (GEM) programme has enhanced 

the incomes and opportunities of poor households in Bangladesh. 

Women smallholder farmers (SHFs) were supported with a series of 

training activities that has improved dairy farming practice and promoted 

higher revenues and farm productivity. Rigorous evaluation techniques 

combined quasi-experimental analysis of project impacts through a 

household survey, along with in-depth community-level focus group 

discussions and stakeholder interviews. The results indicate project 

households enjoyed greater food consumption and undertook higher 

investment and spending than comparison households. Novel measures 

were employed to investigate the quality of income from dairy farming, 

and the results indicate this livelihood strategy offers predictable and 

timely income that smallholders value. 

The project brought together women from seven districts across 

Bangladesh to form 84 dairy producer groups. GEM’s approach focused 

on empowerment of women as market actors, through training on rights, 

assertivenes and leadership skills. This evaluation finds evidence of 

positive and significant impact on access to market services, participation 

in household and community decision-making, and intra-household 

bargaining over care duties. The results point to the beneficial impacts of 

GEM activities with the potential for spillover effects on local governance 

and engagement in community decision-making, with women more 

widely reporting having a greater voice in community planning and 

organizing.   

There is no evidence of unintended negative consequences in the form 

of gender-based violence, despite the programme aiming to challenge 

and shift entrenched gender norms and a balance of power within the 

household. Rather, there is some evidence that the women who 

participated in GEM activities have lower tolerance for violence against 

women. Fieldwork was conducted following a period of excessive rainfall 

and flooding, which caused widespread damage and disruption to 

livelihoods during 2017. Despite the higher exposure of GEM households 

to these income shocks, the evidence points to positive project effects, 

which suggest the use of effective coping strategies to deal with the 

unexpected loss of assets and support recovery.  

The GEM approach also targeted system-level changes to shift the policy 

and governance environment for smallholder farmers. Successes 

identified include the creation of a multi-stakeholder forum, and efforts to 

leverage access to formal finance for smallholders. Advocacy and 

partnership with Rupali Bank has extended credit to women dairy farmers 

with early evidence suggesting this has supported farm enterprise. Close 

working with the private sector helped facilitate the opening of milk 

chilling centres in two districts. System-wide effects are at an earlier 

stage of impact, but show promise for generating important advantages 

for dairy farmers in the future. 
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The evaluation highlights there is much to learn from the GEM approach. 

Key points for future programming include: 

• Access to markets deserves further attention and resources, and 

programme design must explicitly apply a gendered lens to build on 

the achievements made so far. System-wide improvements in 

transport and connectivity, addressing concerns around safety and 

security, and redesigning physical markets as spaces equally 

welcoming to female and male entrepreneurs may go a long way in 

shifting entrenched gender norms.  

• GEM has had a positive impact on women’s power in household 

decision-making, particularly around economic issues, such as 

farming practice and who works outside the home to earn money. Yet, 

the evaluation also revealed that key areas of women’s lives remain 

heavily influenced by gendered norms, notably around care work. 

Women’s heavy and unequal responsibility for unpaid care work 

remains a barrier to them achieving, earning and leading outside the 

home. Future programmes may want to identify more closely where 

progress has been made, and what the next frontier is in order to 

support men and women to disrupt the status quo. Lessons from GEM 

respondents suggest that community norms and the ability to share 

care work publicly should be two such areas of focus.  

• Despite being more flood-affected, GEM households were able to 

demonstrate advantages that positively affected their incomes and 

investments over the previous year. Project activities that promoted 

disaster-resilient models, such as model farms, fodder cultivation and 

preservation, and flood shelter may have supported these outcomes. 

Arguably, these results show that dairy farming can be designed and 

managed to be flood-resilient. What is less known, although the data 

is suggestive of this, is how far households deliberately used dairy 

farming as a resilience strategy. The evaluation finds that GEM 

households could benefit further from access to information to support 

preparedness. Future programme design would benefit from research 

into how borrowing and asset-selling behaviour sits within the 

household’s own perceptions of resilience.  

• Access to credit remains an area where more action is needed, and 

attitudes towards formal banking reflect a wariness among 

smallholder farmers. However, experience with the Rupali Bank pilot 

scheme shows strong signs of promise, both in making credit 

accessible and promoting rapid improvements to livelihoods. Priority 

next steps are to assess the feasibility of scale-up to meet existing 

demand, to give further attention to promoting demand by considering 

how access in char areas can be improved, and to address the 

negative perceptions of farmers towards formal banking.   
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1. ABOUT GEM 

Gendered Enterprise and Markets (GEM) is Oxfam GB’s approach to 

market systems development. The GEM approach facilitates change in 

market systems and social norms, with the aim of ensuring more 

sustainable livelihood opportunities for marginalized women and men. 

The GEM Department for International Development (DFID) AidMatch 

Programme (June 2014–February 2018) works within the soya, milk and 

vegetable value chains targeting women smallholder farmers in areas of 

poverty. Some 63,600 people (10,600 smallholder households) living in 

Zambia, Tajikistan and Bangladesh were expected to benefit directly 

from this programme through increases in household income, women 

having greater influence over key livelihood decisions within their 

households and communities, and engaging in livelihoods more resilient 

to shocks, such as natural disasters and market volatility. 

The programme works with a combination of private sector, government 

and civil society actors and supports improved public services, the 

development of new business models and improvements to linkages 

between smallholder farmers and small and medium agri-businesses. 

This engagement is being deepened and strengthened to consolidate 

gains and scale-up impact. 

 

1.1. GEM IN BANGLADESH 

The GEM programme in Bangladesh was implemented under Oxfam 

Bangladesh’s flagship REE-CALL programme (Resilience, through 

Economic Empowerment, Climate Adaptation, Leadership and Learning). 

GEM operated in seven districts across Bangladesh, with the project 

activities implemented by seven local partners. The project aimed to 

establish 84 producer groups for smallholder dairy farmers, and this was 

achieved during the first year. Building on these local networks, GEM 

aimed to deliver a suite of training and support covering assertiveness, 

rights and leadership skills, agricultural practice and disaster risk 

management, in order to achieve the three broad objectives.  

The theory of action flowchart (below) was constructed with project 

partners, beneficiaries, Oxfam staff and local stakeholders, including the 

private sector and local government officials, in September 2017. It 

represents the intended pathways through which GEM activities were 

expected to lead to improved outcomes for women’s empowerment, 

household incomes and resilience to natural disasters. The theory of 

action provides a framework to assess impact both at the outcome level 

and to understand key steps and intermediary outcomes that determined 

the overall success of the programme. All seven partner organizations 

were involved in the workshop to launch the evaluation design. For the 

purpose of the evaluation, three districts were to be investigated in depth 
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through the household survey and community-level focus group 

discussions: Gaibandha district (where SKS were the implementing 

partner), Rangpur (SEED) and Sirajgonj (MMS). These districts were 

selected through a participatory approach in consultation with local 

partners. 

The theory of action for the GEM Programme in Bangladesh details the 

intended pathways from the project activities, outputs, outcomes and 

intended impacts. The theory of action is aligned to the three impact 

areas: 

• Enhanced ability of women to influence decisions that affect their 

lives and well-being: this is achieved through the outcomes of 

increasing women’s decision-making power at household and 

community level; increasing the social acceptability of men doing 

unpaid care work and challenging the acceptability of gender-

based violence (GBV). The GEM programme in Bangladesh has 

sought to achieve this through training and sensitization on 

gender issues with men and women on unpaid care and GBV, 

training on leadership and assertiveness skills for women 

producer group (PG) members, and establishing and 

strengthening producer groups to increase women’s participation 

and leadership opportunities. 

• Smallholder farmers (SHFs) have more power in agricultural 

markets: this is achieved by increasing the use of market services 

(information, input supply, extension) by smallholder farmers and 

increasing household income and investments. The GEM 

programme sought to achieve this through linking smallholders 

and the private sector, establishing a multi-stakeholder forum and 

designing appropriate services with the private sector, training 

SHFs on improved production practices, agriculture as a business 

and value addition, and establishing milk collection centres. 

• Increased resilience of smallholder farmers to climatic and 

economic shocks: this is achieved through the outcomes of 

increasing farmers’ access to credit and savings including through 

a pilot programme with a commercial bank, and training and 

support for dairy farmers around livestock health, including 

strategies that would boost resilience in the event of natural 

disasters.  

The theory of action diagram (Figure 1) visualizes the pathways from 

activities to outcomes and intended impacts. 
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Figure 1: GEM Bangladesh theory of action diagram 

 



 

 

2. EVALUATION APPROACH  

Why evaluate?  

The purpose of the final evaluation was threefold: 

1. To provide an opportunity for Oxfam, partners and a range of 

programme stakeholders to reflect on and learn from what and how 

change has happened because of the GEM programme. 

2. To provide an opportunity for Oxfam GB and partners to learn more 

about select elements of GEM’s theory of change within and across 

GEM countries. 

3. To meet the requirement for accountability to DFID and programme 

stakeholders to measure the agreed impact and outcome indicators. 

How to evaluate? 

To achieve these goals, an evaluation approach was chosen that 

combined rigorous observation and analysis of changes at and across 

multiple levels (from individual to systems level) with maximizing 

opportunities for learning for a range of stakeholders, including the 

people we work with (‘project participants’1), local market systems actors, 

programme partners, Oxfam and DFID. Based loosely on the 

Participatory Impact Assessment and Learning Approach (PIALA)2, the 

evaluation aimed to combine rigour, inclusiveness and feasibility to 

assess the GEM programme and its contributions to change in several 

areas. The elements drawn from PIALA that differentiate this evaluation 

from others include:  

• Stakeholders at all levels contributed to framing and designing the 

evaluation, and positioned the GEM programme theory of action 

within their larger theories of change. 

• Mixed-methods data collection, analysis and triangulation to 

understand if the programme’s desired changes occurred at multiple 

levels as well as how progress is enabled or challenged (see Box 1). 

In addition, a process review was conducted by an external consultant to 

better understand the factors that enabled or constrained effective 

programme implementation and sustainability with a view to using this 

learning to improve future programming. 

Limitations of the above methods and the fieldwork are outlined in Annex 

5. 

 

1 Also referred to as ‘beneficiaries’. 

2 Heinemann, E., Van Hemelrijck, A. and Guijt, I. (2017) ‘Getting the most out of impact evaluation for learning, re-

porting and influence: Insights from piloting a Participatory Impact Assessment and Learning Approach (PI-

ALA) with IFAD.’ https://maintenance.ifad.org/documents/10180/91825437-ffa9-4451-a7ef-9dbd5efbeba0 
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Box 1: Complementary mixed methods 

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to observe if change 

occurred in key outcome areas and make plausible claims of contribution to 

the observed results, as well as to understand how change happens over 

time. 

1. Household survey and quasi-experimental analysis: Interviews were 

conducted with 747 women, of which 300 were directly supported by the 

project in the dairy value chain (referred to as the intervention or project 

group) and 447 were identified in villages were GEM project partners did 

not conduct any activities (the comparison group). For more information 

on the survey method and sampling strategy refer to Annex 1. 

2. Focus group discussions (FGDs) in communities: FGDs were conducted 

in four communities supported by the programme. Participatory FGD 

exercises were designed and conducted for different groups in each 

community: (i) village leaders; (ii) female PG members; (iii) male PG 

members or family members of PG members (mostly husbands); and (iv) 

female PG members and non-members. For more information refer to 

Annex 2. 

3. Key informant interviews (KIIs) with market systems actors: During the 

design phase theory of change workshop, an outcome harvesting 

approach was used to identify potential systems-level outcomes. KIIs 

were then conducted with a range of key stakeholders to verify these 

outcomes. For more information on the OH approach and list of 

interviewees refer to Annex 3. 

What to evaluate? 

Like the GEM programme, the evaluation aimed to provide a holistic view 

of change and shed light on the multiple levels (from individual to 

systemic) and interconnected dimensions (economic, social, personal 

and political) of change that enable and sustain women’s increased 

participation and power over time.3  

The evaluation was designed to investigate if and how the GEM 

programme might have contributed to its intended outcomes – not only in 

the lives of individual women smallholder farmers targeted by the 

programme (by enhancing their livelihoods or changing the way they 

influence decisions in their households, for example), but also in changes 

in their communities and the larger market system. It also sought to 

capture any potential unintended outcomes of the programme, especially 

those that are well known to manifest as negative outcomes in women’s 

economic empowerment programmes (such as increased gender-based 

violence or amount of work).  

The specific evaluation questions guiding the evaluation were primarily 

informed by the four impact indicators of the GEM programme log-frame. 

Table 1 shows the source of the main evaluation questions with links to 

the question numbers in the findings below. 
 

3 See Oxfam’s fundamental principles for achieving sustainable, positive change for Women’s Economic Empow-

erment, pp.23–24 in Kidder, T. et al. (2017) Oxfam’s Conceptual Framework on Women’s Economic Empow-

erment (https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/oxfams-conceptual-framework-on-womens-economic-

empowerment-620269) 

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/oxfams-conceptual-framework-on-womens-economic-empowerment-620269
https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/oxfams-conceptual-framework-on-womens-economic-empowerment-620269
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Table 1: Evaluation questions 

 Global impact 
indicators 

Locally identified questions 

Changing 
market systems 

1.1 Number and type of 
changes to local and 
national policies and 
practices related to 
economic opportunities 
of smallholder farmers, 
especially women 

What has been the 
policy influence of 
the GEM-sponsored 
multi-stakeholder 
forum? 

Q1 

Has GEM increased 
access to market 
services and credit? 

 

Q2, Q3 

Enhancing 
smallholder 
power in 
markets 

2.1 Average annual 
income of beneficiary 
smallholder farmer from 
dairy value chains 

Has GEM improved 
productivity and 
incomes? 

  

Q4, Q5 

2.2 Perceptions of 
beneficiary smallholder 
farmer on the quality 
(timeliness, 
predictability, stability, 
purpose) of their income 

Do women 
smallholders 
receive high quality 
income from dairy 
farming? 

Q6 

Increasing 
women’s 
economic 
leadership 

3.1a Perceptions of 
women in targeted 
communities on their 
ability to engage in 
decision-making 
processes at household 
level, especially 
economic and care work 
responsibilities 

Has GEM 
empowered women 
to engage in 
decision making in 
their households 
and communities? 

 

Q7, Q9 

How has the heavy 
responsibility for 
unpaid care work 
changed for 
women? 

 

Q8 

3.1b Perceptions of 
women in targeted 
communities on their 
ability to engage in 
decision-making 
processes at community 
level 

Can women’s 
economic 
empowerment 
(unintentionally) 
lead to increased 
rates of gender-
based violence?  

 

Q10 

Resilience  Has GEM 
supported 
smallholder farmers 
to cope with 
extreme weather 
events and natural 
disasters? 

Q11 

 



 

 11 

3. RESULTS 

The results below present a combined analysis of the quantitative and 

qualitative data to address the key evaluation questions. It should be 

noted that all survey respondents were women. This approach enabled 

greater statistical power in answering the questions of the programme’s 

impact on women’s incomes and empowerment.  

When reporting the results from the quasi-experimental impact evaluation 

analysis, the results refer to the average difference between women 

living in communities where the project was implemented (the 

‘intervention group’) and the matched women in communities where the 

project was not implemented (the ‘comparison group’). As women in the 

comparison group represent an estimate of what would have happened 

to the project participants in absence of the project, the difference 

between the two groups represents an estimate of the project impact. In 

general, the results are reported as ‘significant’ if they have a p-value of 

less than 0.05, but results with higher p-values (between 0.05 and 0.1) 

will also be noted as ‘weak evidence’; the lower the p-value the more 

confident we feel that the measured estimate reflects the true impact. 

Results with a p-value of more than 10 per cent are not considered to be 

statistically significant. 

3.1. INFLUENCING MARKET 

SYSTEMS 

The project sought to deliver changes to the number and type of local 

and national policies and practices related to the economic opportunities 

of smallholder farmers, especially women. The GEM theory of action 

assumes the creation of the multi-stakeholder forum will lead to 

increased interaction and therefore understanding among the dairy 

value-chain actors, resulting in improved awareness of the needs of 

smallholder farmers. This in turn should lead to the development and roll 

out of improved market services (information, input supply, extension) 

that smallholder farmers have access to and use, making them more 

informed and productive market players. The findings in this section 

relate to this pathway of change and integrate findings around the role of 

the multi-stakeholder forum in policy influencing. 

The evaluation relied on key informant interviews to gather evidence of 

the nature and extent of change GEM had brought about in the broader 

market system. Three key findings emerged from in-depth interviews with 

partners, government officials, private sector actors and dairy farmers. 

These results indicate positive effects from GEM activities, particularly in 

relation to increasing farmers’ access to services and to credit, and 

influencing policy through the multi-stakeholder forum.  
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Figure 2: Snapshot of ‘Influencing Market Systems’ pathway of theory of action 

 

Question 1: What has been the policy influence 
of the GEM-sponsored multi-stakeholder 
forum? 

A positive outcome of the project was the establishment of eight multi-

stakeholder forums, including one at national level, which successfully 

enabled representation and advocacy of smallholder dairy producers’ 

interests. Achievements resulting from the multi-stakeholder forum 

mentioned by members included improved provision of services, 

especially in hard to reach areas, access to credit, and influence over the 

National Dairy Development Policy. The forum had identified four priority 

areas for the policy: access to finance; access to extension services; 

inclusive sourcing and responsible business; and care work. Discussions 

on the National Dairy Development Policy were collated from all 

provincial forums and relayed to the appropriate government agencies.  

Despite optimism from some stakeholders, notably Oxfam Bangladesh, 

that the policy had the scope to improve women’s participation in the 

market and relieve a number of market failings, other stakeholders were 

less hopeful. The Department of Livestock Services office in Dhaka 

highlighted a number of gaps in the existing policy. While it may have 

considered many aspects of gender imbalance and the role of women as 

dairy producers, often these considerations were not perceived as 

realistic or the priority issues for women. For example, strategic issues 

around the role of middlemen in the market and how this affects women’s 

engagement, as well as the accessibility of the formal milk market, were 

feared to have ‘not been addressed’ in the draft policy. Reports from 

theory of change workshop participants, who also represented a diversity 

of stakeholder voices, echoed these strategic issues left out of the 

National Dairy Development Policy as key constraints to women farmers. 

The draft policy is still waiting for final approval at the time of the 

evaluation. Of interest is the evidence that voices within the government 

are willing to critique their own approach, and this bodes well as an 

opportunity for the multi-stakeholder forum to lobby for improved policy 

and government leadership. 

Question 2: Did smallholders gain increased 
access to market services? 

GEM activities served to increase the number of stakeholders providing 

essential input services, including feed, medicines, vaccinations and 
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artificial insemination (AI). Household survey data shows statistically 

significant effects from the project on access to veterinary and AI 

services and other inputs (see Table 2). 

Focus group discussions reflect some of the themes raised in interviews. 

When asked about livestock services, women belonging to producer 

groups were both familiar with a range of different services – including 

training, vaccination, AI, doctors, local service providers trained by GEM 

partners, and the district livestock officer – and reported that all their 

producer group members were able to access these services when 

required. They appreciated the facilitation efforts and information from 

Oxfam’s partner organizations. Village leaders also had a sense that 

producer groups were ‘well informed’ of new technologies, through 

training on farming practices and financial support, and believed that 

women farmers outside of the GEM producer groups were ‘inspired’ to 

replicate such practices in order to improve their own lives, suggesting 

the potential for spillover effects of GEM interventions on the wider 

community.  

 

Table 2: Project impact on access to market services 

Proportion of 

respondents answering 

‘yes’ when asked if 

they: 

GEM 

(n=296) 

Comparison 

(n=442) 

Project 

effect (% 

points) 

Statistically 

significant 

Accessed veterinary or 

artificial insemination 

services in the past year 

73% 19% + 54 

(0.04) 

Yes 

Purchased inputs for dairy 

farming in the last 12 

months 

92% 63% + 29 

(0.04) 

Yes 

Received inputs for free in 

the last 12 months 

29% 12% + 17 

(0.04) 

Yes 

Notes: For each hypothesis test of group means, the difference between project 
and comparison groups was statistically significant with p<0.01. 

Data gathered through in-depth interviews highlighted the roll out of 

government vaccination services and training of female service providers 

at the local level. Both have seen high demand and use. Feed and fodder 

banks, mostly run by women, are directly linked to private dealers and 

wholesalers. This business model has the scope to be promoted and 

replicated more widely as a means of connecting remote communities to 

mainstream markets. Government has provided AI services, and private 

AI technicians have been trained in harder-to-reach areas. The data 

indicate that companies such as ACI, Mamus Medical Hall, Seed Vaner, 

Masum Traders and Sagar Traders have expanded their operations in 

the evaluated districts because of increased demand from smallholders. 

Despite these examples of positive change, the river islands (char 

villages) remain constrained in their access to such services due to weak 

and inadequate infrastructure and the logistical challenges of reaching 

markets and larger settlements by boat. These constraints were 

exacerbated during 2017 because of excessive rainfall and flooding. 
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While communities broadly praised the improved access to services, 

producer group members from char villages were often reliant on project 

activities for services. For example, they highlighted the difficulty of 

receiving timely visits by doctors, and the challenges of reaching the 

district livestock offices because of the distance and travel time from 

these villages to the mainland. Despite project activities to support local 

service providers who are based in the communities, evidence from GEM 

participants suggests there remains unmet demand, particularly in more 

remote areas. 

Another valuable development was the establishment of a milk chilling 

centre in Rangpur district. However, the evidence suggests it has not yet 

been used extensively by GEM participants (seeming to reach only 48 

producer group members). It is possible the centre has greater reach 

among the wider dairy sector, but data were not available to corroborate 

this. The finding suggests that while there are promising signs of impact, 

especially for some producers, it may be too early to see widespread 

adoption. It also highlights that time is needed for policy and market 

changes to become embedded in practice and to produce more visible 

impacts. 

Question 3: Did smallholders gain increased 
access to credit? 

Evidence suggests there has been some increased access to credit for 

smallholder dairy producers through a pilot credit scheme with 

Bangladesh Bank. Reports from Oxfam Bangladesh indicate 100 loans 

were distributed from Rupali Bank Ltd and National Bank Ltd. Rupali 

Bank reports that 30 loans were provided in Rangpur with another 30 

planned. Stakeholder interviews indicate that demand for the pilot credit 

scheme is outstripping the funds made available by Bangladesh Bank. 

While there is potential for wide-scale reach, the pilot is at an early stage 

and repayments have not yet started.  

The role of GEM in this process of improving access to credit is relatively 

small scale in Rangpur, but potentially important in terms of bringing in 

the involvement of government-owned banks, such as Rupali Bank, and 

private sector actors, such as National Bank (in Kurigram district, which 

was not directly evaluated in this exercise). Through GEM, Oxfam has 

promoted the formation of local networks and groups, providing skills in 

financial literacy, and connecting them to private sector actors. Rupali 

Bank indicated this was a helpful intervention for them, as it opens up a 

new market of eligible and reliable clients. At this level, the influence of 

GEM activities on system-wide processes has been positive, and future 

impact could be greater still.  

The impact at household level is less clear at this stage. No significant 

differences were detected between the project and comparison groups 

on amounts borrowed in the past year or the proportion of households 

who borrowed at all. The survey uncovers, however, an interesting 

contrast between past borrowing experience and outlook. When asked if 

they would be able to borrow 40,000 taka for a hypothetical business 
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opportunity, 57 percent of GEM households reported they would, against 

40 percent in the comparison households. The data appear to indicate 

higher confidence in access to credit among the project households. One 

explanation for why this was not translated into differences in actual 

borrowing might lie in the circumstances of 2017, notably extreme 

flooding, which may have hampered new business investment and 

appetite for expansive ventures. 

Among those who did report taking out loans over the past 12 months, 

only 19 (4 percent) of the comparison group and 2 (1 percent) from the 

project group relied on commercial credit. Respondents from both project 

and comparison groups were more likely to mention microcredit 

institutions and informal borrowing as sources of credit than commercial 

banks.  

These findings are reflected at the community level, where mixed 

feelings were expressed towards formal bank loans. Focus group 

discussions highlighted a degree of wariness of formal banks, especially 

among those who had not taken a loan in the past year, both in terms of 

the likelihood of being accepted for a loan (‘we never get loans from the 

formal bank due to living in the char area’) and navigating the process of 

applying (‘we don’t want to. [It’s a] very complex procedure to get the 

loan… [we have a] lack of collateral, procedure of taking a loan at the 

bank is time consuming, and sometimes we need to give a bribe.’). Such 

pessimism contrasted with group discussions in one community where 

women producer group members had recently taken a loan from Rupali 

Bank for livestock production. They reflected on the experience: ‘The 

loan was so useful for us. We have now increased our farm and our 

income. But the number of us is very few. All of us want to get a loan 

from Rupali Bank’. 

 

3.2. ENHANCING SMALLHOLDER 

POWER IN MARKETS 

The theory of action set out a number of pathways by which GEM 

interventions would lead to increased smallholder incomes and power in 

markets. For example, various training activities were expected to lead to 

take up of improved farming practices, which would deliver higher milk 

production and revenues. The establishment of milk collection centres 

was intended to make it easier for women smallholders to connect to 

local markets and secure a more reliable source of income.    

The evaluation relied on household survey data and quasi-experimental 

impact evaluation methods to assess the nature and extent of change 

GEM had brought about in incomes for women smallholders. Three key 

findings emerge. The project supported higher incomes from dairy 

farming, linked to wider take up of good farming practices. GEM 

households reported higher overall food consumption and income. 

Further, income from dairy farming was reported to be of high quality, 

‘…we don’t want to. [It’s a] 
very complex procedure to 
get the loan… [we have a] 
lack of collateral, 
procedure of taking a loan 
at the bank is time 
consuming, and 
sometimes we need to 
give a bribe.’ 
 

~ Female PG member 
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judged by its timeliness and predictability. 
Figure 3: Snapshot of ‘Smallholder Power in Markets’ pathway of theory of action 

 

 

Question 4: Has GEM improved productivity 
and income from dairy farming? 

Households who received GEM support reported significantly higher milk 

production and sales, and ultimately higher income from the dairy value 

chain: approximately 24,300 taka more per year. To put this finding into 

context, the dairy income differential is one-third of average household 

spending over the year across all project households surveyed. The 

headline message is that the GEM project had positive impacts on dairy 

income, and accounted for a substantial proportion of household income 

in 2017.   

The survey asked households about their farming practices. Households 

who received training and support through GEM project activities were 

more likely to have implemented good practice, as reflected in Figure 4. 

For example, GEM households were more likely to have vaccinated their 

cow in the past year (93 percent against 46 percent in the comparison 

group), used recommended feeding practices such as concentrated feed 

(94 percent against 60 percent), used separate feeding mangers (78 

percent against 41 percent), and employed AI services over the past 

three years (77 percent against 15 percent). Each of these findings 

represent positive project impact on farming practice, which the theory of 

action links to productivity and income in the dairy value chain.  
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Figure 4: Project impact on improved dairy farming practices 

 
Notes: Improved feeding practice was measured as a positive response to ‘ever 
used a separate feed and water manager in the last 12 months’. High quality feed 
inputs were measured as a positive response to ‘ever given your livestock con-
centrated feed in the last 12 months’. AI services were measured as a positive 
response to ‘ever used artificial insemination over the past 3 years’. Vaccinations 
were measured as a positive response to ‘vaccinated your cow in the past 12 
months’. Hypothesis tests on group means are statistically significant with p<0.01 
for each indicator. See annex for further details on number of observations in each 
analysis. 

In line with the evidence that the project helped improve farming 

practices, the household survey further identifies that GEM households 

recorded higher dairy output and enjoyed greater revenues from their 

produce. As Table 3 demonstrates, the project led to more successful 

dairy farming in terms of output, sales, revenues and, ultimately, income.  
 

Table 3: Project impact on dairy production, sales, revenues and income 

  GEM 
 

Compar-
ison  

Project 
effect  

 

Statistically signif-
icant? 

Dairy production  
(litres, in the past 

week) 

19.5 7.3 + 12.2 
(2.34) 

 

Yes 

Quantity of milk sold  
(litres, in the past 

week) 

16.3 3.7 + 12.4 
(2.35) 

Yes 

Value of milk sold 
(taka, in the past week) 

645 177 + 468 
(106.95) 

Yes 

Revenues per milking 
cow 

(litres, in the past 
week) 

469 138 + 331 
(72.74) 

Yes 

Dairy income 
(taka per year) 

33,547 9,190 + 24,357 
(5,736.43) 

Yes 

Notes: For each hypothesis test comparing group means, the difference be-
tween project and comparison groups was statistically significant with p<0.01. 
See annex for further details on number of observations in each analysis. 

78%	
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practice	
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Question 5: Do women smallholders supported 
by the GEM programme report greater 
household income? 

Women from GEM households reported significantly higher incomes than 

comparison households when measured by two important indicators: 

food consumption and annual household spending. The difference in 

reported food consumption over the previous week and expenditure on 

household needs over the past year were statistically significant between 

project and comparison groups. Spending by project households was 

also significantly higher in forms of investment, such as education, 

farming equipment and off-farm activities, such as small enterprise (see 

Table 4). 

Some indicators provide a more mixed impression of impact, however. 

The project had no effect on changing household wealth. The nature of 

assets held varied across the two groups of households, for example 

comparison households were more likely to own assets such as a 

smartphone (42 percent compared to 31 percent in project households) 

and a TV (23 percent compared to 12 percent in project households). On 

the other hand, project households were more likely to own solar panels 

(41 percent compared to 23 percent in the comparison group). The 

evidence suggests that while incomes had improved, this has not yet 

delivered a change in overall wealth status. The outcomes may reflect 

the challenges of acquiring assets during a year of extreme flooding. An 

alternative interpretation is the relatively short timeframe of the evaluation 

may not provide enough time for wealth accumulation to be accurately 

measured, and it is therefore a less meaningful indicator of impact in the 

short term than household spending.  

 
Table 4: Project impact on incomes, investment and wealth 

  GEM 
(n=296) 

Compari-
son  

(n=442) 

Project ef-
fect 

Statistically 
significant? 

Food consumption 
 (Taka per day per capita 

over past week) 

102 91 + 11 
(3.53) 

Yes 

Food consumption 
 (Log) 

4.54 4.44 + 0.1 
(0.04) 

Yes 

Annual expenditure 
(Taka over past 12 

months) 

73,574 65,987 + 7,506 
(6,648.20) 

No 

Annual expenditure 
(Log) 

10.76 10.54 + 0.21 
(0.09) 

Yes 

Investment 
(Taka over past 12 

months) 

27,524 22,847 + 4,677 
(3,430.34) 

No 

Investment (Log) 9.38 8.88 + 0.5 
(0.17) 

Yes 

Change in wealth 
(Index) 

0.01 0.05 - 0.04 
(0.04) 

No 

Notes: indicators are statistically significant when variables are expressed in log-
arithmic terms. Real values are presented here to give a sense of magnitude of 
incomes in the sample. 



 

 19 

Another puzzle in the findings is that while GEM households reported 

spending more over the previous year, expenditure over the previous 

month showed no significant difference with comparison households. The 

disparity between these different indicators might reflect the categories of 

expenditure being different across monthly and annual household 

spending, and possible measurement issues around recall. The data 

might also reflect seasonal patterns or recent changes in levels of 

spending and ownership of items in response to household shocks. If 

monthly expenditure is a relatively restricted snapshot of a particular 

period of time, then the annual figures are arguably a better reflection of 

differences between the project and comparison groups.  

The impact monitoring framework also asks for results disaggregated by 

the sex of the household head. Across the household survey as a whole 

90 percent have a male head of household (87 percent in the project 

group and 91 percent in the comparison group). Considering female-

headed households restricts the sample to 77 observations, results are 

therefore indicative only. On this basis, evidence is suggestive that 

female-headed households benefited through GEM, and report higher 

dairy income and annual household expenditure (both findings are 

statistically significant). Weaker impacts are found on monthly spending, 

and no differences are detected between project and comparison 

households on food consumption or investment (see Annex 1 for more 

detail).4 

The overall message from the household survey data is that GEM 

improved incomes overall, which translated into higher annual spending 

and food consumption. However, project households do not spend more 

at all times of the year, and their income advantages have not delivered 

faster change in wealth.  

Question 6: Do women smallholders receive 
high quality income from dairy farming? 

To explore the ‘quality of income’ from the dairy value chain, timeliness 

and predictability of income were probed further in the survey. Women 

from GEM households reported higher quality income from dairy farming 

when assessed by stability and frequency of income; but there were no 

differences with the comparison group when quality of income was 

assessed by predictability, timeliness or sufficiency. Across all 

households surveyed, incomes were not sufficient to prevent selling 

assets to cope with household needs during 2017. These three broad 

findings are expanded below (see annex for further detail). 

Stability was measured by the number of months in a year that at least 

one cow was providing milk. GEM households reported five months of 

milk production over the year, compared to four months reported by 

comparison households, and the difference was statistically significant.  

Frequency of income was measured by how often households received 
 

4 The sample for statistical analysis falls to 77 when only female-headed household are investigated and the 

matching methods are applied, which is too small to allow definitive conclusions to be drawn. 
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their income from dairy, including daily, weekly, monthly, seasonally and 

annually. More frequently received income was expected to allow 

households more predictability of their income, and facilitate their 

household budgeting and planning. The data provide mixed results 

against this indicator of quality of income. On the one hand, a 

significantly higher proportion of GEM households reported receiving 

their dairy income on a daily or weekly basis over the year. On the other 

hand, however, across both project and comparison groups, the 

proportion of smallholders who reported this frequency of income was 

low: only 1 percent of comparison households and only 7 percent of GEM 

households.  

Village leaders highlighted the importance of ‘a regular income source’ 

for income and social mobility.5 The findings from the household survey 

indicate that despite the improvements from GEM project activities, there 

is considerable scope for further improving the stability and frequency of 

income from dairy farming.  

A second finding is that GEM households were not significantly different 

from comparison households in terms of predictability of income or 

timeliness. In both sets of households, 43 percent reported that the 

amount of income received was as expected, and over 80 percent in both 

groups received income when they expected it. Predictability has scope 

for improvement in both comparison and project households.  

The findings on timeliness are positive overall, in that the majority of 

households had a reasonable degree of certainty around the timing of 

income. Focus group discussions corroborate this finding. Dairy 

producers in char areas indicated that selling to a milk collection centre 

was an important development in raising the predictability of income 

where there was no market and a boat ride was required to transport 

dairy produce: ‘We sell to the milk collection centre; the local market is 

very far from here…before we could hardly sell the milk. We had no 

buyer.’ In mainland communities, the milk collection centre was less 

important if there were local markets nearby, or competitive middlemen 

who could offer a higher rate and visit women at their homes. Producers 

were in broad agreement that dairy represented a reliable source of 

income, with payments delivered on time for the 7 to 8 months of the 

year they were able to generate income from milk.  

Future research could delve further into how programme design could 

focus on these aspects of high quality income streams, and investigate 

the channels through which more predictable and frequent income 

streams can affect enterprise planning, savings behaviour, and coping 

strategies for unexpected income shocks. Qualitative evidence supports 

the idea that certainty around dairy income is highly valued by 

smallholders, and further work could investigate how this certainty affects 

household planning and foresightedness, and the wider potential benefits 

for resilience and enterprise.  

 

5 From focus group discussion with village leaders, October 2017, using a ‘ladder of life’ research tool to investigate 

social mobility and community perceptions of poverty. 

‘We sell to the milk 
collection centre; the local 
market is very far from 
here…before we could 
hardly sell the milk. We 
had no buyer.’ 
 

~ Female PG member 
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Finally, income sufficiency was generally low across all households 

surveyed. A sizeable proportion of households in both groups reported 

having to sell assets in the past 12 months to cover household expenses, 

with a slightly higher proportion in the project group (46 percent 

compared to 42 percent; the difference is not statistically significant). 

These results might reflect the fact that both intervention and comparison 

groups remain classified as poor households unable to claim sufficiency 

of income. The sufficiency indicators are consistent with the relatively low 

savings rates reported in the survey: half of all households reported 

having no savings at the time of the survey, and across the other half of 

households the average amount of savings was approximately 16,500 

taka. Comparing across groups, project households had significantly 

lower savings than comparison households. Further, in a year where 

Bangladesh experienced extreme flooding, it was to be expected that 

many households responded to weather shocks through coping 

strategies such as drawing down on savings. The impact of the floods is 

discussed in Section 3.4.  

 

3.3. INCREASING WOMEN’S 

ECONOMIC LEADERSHIP 

The GEM approach aimed to empower women to take a stronger role in 

decision making within the household. Project activities, such as the use 

of rapid care analysis (RCA) tools and training, were designed to improve 

assertiveness and foster leadership. The evaluation sought to assess 

how well these activities had translated into an increase in women’s 

participation in household decision-making. Results show that the project 

had a number of positive impacts on increasing women’s participation in 

decision making, both in important day-to-day household matters and 

community-level decision-making. The evidence also suggests women 

were increasingly able to challenge the status quo by actively asking for 

men to share the responsibility for care work, and the project effected 

change through increased support from men in care work.   
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Figure 5: Snapshot of ‘Women’s Economic Leadership’ pathway of theory of action 

 

Question 7: Has GEM empowered women to 
engage in economic decision-making in their 
households? 

Project impacts are identified for women’s participation in decisions 

relating to ‘who works to earn money for the family’, ‘farming practices’ 

and ‘how to spend money made from farming’ (see Figure 6). In each 

case, women who were involved in GEM report a higher degree of 

participation within household decision-making in these important areas, 

and the difference was statistically significant.  

 
Figure 6: Project impact on participation in household decision-making 

 
Notes: Participation is recorded if respondent reported being involved in house-
hold decision-making on various issues. Hypothesis tests on group means are 
statistically significant, with p<0.01 for each of the indicators in this figure. See 
Annex 4 for further details on number of observations in each analysis and full set 
of decision-making issues. 
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The evaluation also sought to differentiate between women’s 

participation in a household decision and, for those respondents who 

reported they did not take the decision alone, her perceived ability to 

influence the outcome of that discussion. Tellingly, perceived influence 

remains higher in the intervention group than the comparison group. 

However, the size and strength of project effects is lower when it comes 

to perceived influence over a decision area than participation in the 

discussion itself. For example, 75 percent of women in the project group 

felt able to participate in decisions about farming practice. Among those 

who take the final decision jointly with others in the household, 69 

percent believed they could influence that decision. This figure compares 

favourably with the 60 percent of the comparison group who felt they 

could influence the decision, but the project effect is both smaller (9 

percentage points, compared to 16 percentage points for participation) 

and weaker in terms of statistical significance (p<0.10, compared to 

p<0.01 for the participation outcomes). What the data indicate is that 

there remains progress to be made in empowering women and shifting 

intra-household dynamics to allow women to be more influential in 

economic matters.  

Qualitative data broadly confirms this finding. Women PG members were 

asked to discuss a vignette about a married couple making a decision on 

how to spend their money. In the scenario, the wife wants to pay for 

artificial insemination to get an improved calf, while the husband wants to 

buy a bicycle. When asked how easy or difficult it would be for the wife to 

go ahead with AI without her husband’s support, many female 

respondents suggested it would be easy: ‘We know how to motivate our 

husbands…we can manage the situation by explaining the priority of our 

investments.’ However, there was some recognition that ‘you cannot 

decide alone…there will be no harmony in the home’. Some women were 

less optimistic, suggesting that there could be some difficulties in the wife 

acting without her husband’s support, and referring to a need for 

‘permission’ and recognition that ultimately husbands are the head of the 

family.  

When faced with the same scenario in a separate group discussion, 

husbands of PG members in one community indicated that it would be 

easy for the wife to go ahead with her spending decision, explaining ‘we 

have full confidence of our wives’ decisions’. Male participants believed 

that couples need to work together and that the husband could not ‘take 

the decision alone’. The men referred to the benefits of AI and the GEM 

partner organizations, indicating they were well familiar with GEM 

activities and the content of training provided. It is plausible that this 

group of men have also been affected by the project and their focus 

group discussion reflects a willingness to empower their wives in farming 

and business. What is less clear is how widespread these attitudes are. 

There is also the potential for social desirability bias to affect the content 

of responses given to the research team.  

‘We know how to motivate 
our husbands…we can 
manage the situation by 
explaining the priority of 
our investments.’ 
 

~ Female PG member 
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Other discussions, both at the theory of change workshop and in 

communities, highlighted the issues around women taking their milk to 

sell at markets. This task is generally perceived to pose a risk to 

women’s security, linked to unreliable transport arrangements over long 

distances and challenging terrain (for example the river islands or char 

settlements), and markets outside the village largely lacking social areas 

and toilet facilities for women. Village leaders spoke of the ongoing 

‘social bindings’ that meant women could not move easily, or get a job 

easily, or be flexible to work in any place or environment. When asked 

why some women remain trapped below the poverty line, village leaders 

mentioned that women ‘need a safe environment’, but were pessimistic 

about being able to provide this. Husbands of women who participated in 

GEM projects mentioned the negative effects on the reputation of a man 

whose wife goes to the market: ‘Society will not agree. Because why do 

women go to the market for selling milk since their husbands are present 

in the world. Why will men stay at home to do housework?’ [everyone 

laughs]. This excerpt from a focus group discussion suggests the 

concept of women taking milk to the market is akin almost to a complete 

role reversal of duties, with the response from other men in the group 

suggesting it is a laughable idea.  

No significant project effects are found on either participation or influence 

in decisions relating to care work and family planning. These findings 

arguably reflect the entrenched social norms on care work and 

reproductive rights. The majority of women who do not take decisions on 

family planning by themselves, believe they can influence decisions on 

family planning either to some extent or to a large extent. In the 

comparison group, 75 percent of women reported having this influence. 

Although this proportion was higher at 81 percent of women in the project 

group, the difference was not statistically significant. Reproductive rights 

were not an outcome directly targeted by the GEM programme, but these 

data were collected in order to better understand the potential spillover 

effects of economic empowerment on other important areas of decision 

making in women’s lives. An emerging message from this evidence is the 

sizeable minority of women who feel they cannot influence family 

planning decisions, and this is clearly an area for future efforts linking 

economic empowerment with personal empowerment. 

The overall conclusion is that while the project has had a beneficial 

impact on participation in economic decision-making, longstanding norms 

and a traditional, gendered division of labour around household duties, 

farming and business practices remain. It is beyond the scope of any one 

project to fully address and overturn gender imbalances. The GEM 

project has contributed to the necessarily long-term process of 

empowering women through direct training and support of women, and 

by framing and facilitating debates on fundamental issues of gender 

equality. Such debates include, for example, the evolving and dual roles 

of women within the family and as entrepreneurs. GEM has also provided 

and encouraged demand for complementary services and investment 

essential to create safe and equal opportunities for women farmers so 

that they might assume leadership roles in the household and local 

markets.  

‘Society will not agree. 
Because why do women 
go to the market for selling 
milk since their husbands 
are present in the world. 
Why will men stay at home 
to do housework?’ 
[everyone laughs]. 
 

~ Husband of GEM 
producer 
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Question 8: How have women’s 
responsibilities for unpaid care work changed? 

As mentioned in Question 7, women in the project group do not report 

much of a difference in household decision-making on unpaid care work. 

Yet, the actual sharing of care work at home shows marked differences 

between the GEM and comparison households. Men are reported to give 

more support to women in the project group across a range of care 

duties, including taking care of children, taking care of elderly or disabled 

family members, collecting water and firewood, and cooking, cleaning or 

washing (see Table 5). These results are arguably linked to the finding 

that women in the intervention group were significantly more likely to ask 

for help with such household duties (Figure 7). To better assess 

attitudes, household survey respondents were asked whether they 

agreed with the statement: ‘If the wife is working outside the home, the 

husband should help her with household chores’. Among GEM 

respondents, 95 percent of women agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement, compared to 82 percent of women in comparison households, 

and the difference was statistically significant. This too indicates a 

shifting of individual beliefs about the appropriate sharing of household 

duties as opportunities and responsibilities outside the home expand.   

 
Table 5: Project impact on men’s contribution to care work  

Proportion of women who 
reported men’s support had 
increased for: 

GEM 

(n=296) 

Comparison 

(n=442) 

Project 
effect 

(% points) 

Statisti-
cally signif-

icant? 

Care of children 54% 32% + 22 
(0.04) 

Yes 

Care of elderly or disabled  48% 28% + 20 
(0.04) 

Yes 

Collecting water and firewood 31% 12% + 19 
(0.04) 

Yes 

Cooking, cleaning or washing 27% 10% + 17 
(0.04) 

Yes 

Notes: Hypothesis tests on group means are statistically significant, with p<0.01 
for each indicator. 

 
Figure 7: Project impact on women asking for men’s help with care work 
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Notes: Indicators measure proportion of women in project and comparison 
groups who reported asking for husbands or sons to support with care work ac-
tivities in past month. See Annex 4 for details of sample size on each indicator. 
Hypothesis tests comparing group means varied in their degree of statistical sig-
nificance with p<0.1 for care of children, p<0.05 for indicators on care of the el-
derly and cooking, cleaning and washing; and p<0.01 for collecting water or fire-
wood. 

Community norms also play a role, with GEM participants more likely to 

report that a majority of men in their communities believed it acceptable 

to be involved in care work: 21 percent of women in GEM households 

thought their communities would accept men cooking, cleaning or 

washing, compared to 9 percent of women in comparison households. 

Similarly, 28 percent of women in project households thought their 

communities would accept men collecting firewood or water, but only 12 

percent of women in comparison households felt the same. In both cases 

the difference between the quasi-experimental groups is statistically 

significant. There was less of a contrast in perceived acceptability for 

care of children or the elderly, indicating a distinction between care of 

family members and household chores. In the case of childcare and care 

of the elderly, no significant difference was found between project and 

comparison groups, but both reported higher levels of acceptability for 

men to be involved (approximately 51 percent in the GEM households 

and 43 percent in comparison households). All care work is not the 

same, and GEM communities appear to have made progress in tackling 

norms around some duties that have traditionally been the preserve of 

women. The views of husbands of GEM producers were sought in focus 

group discussions, and these indicate some shifting of attitudes also: 

‘Ten years ago, women did all the housework, men never did household 

activities and they thought it will decrease their dignity…now the idea is 

changing. We help them in rearing livestock and sometimes collect water 

and fuel.’  

While some households appear to have changed their approach to the 

sharing of care work, this is by no means universal. In line with the 

household survey findings, there are still men who will not contribute to 

housework; they were described by some (male) focus group 

respondents as the ‘powerful men, busy men’. Focus groups reflected 

diverse perspectives even within a small group of men whose wives took 

part in GEM training. Respondents in one community believed men 

‘sometimes help the women by taking care of their children and livestock 

rearing to a small extent’. But when asked if most men in the village took 

care of household duties such as washing and caring, the response was 

different: ‘…very few of us. We don’t have to do housework. Very rarely 

we have to help them. They manage all of their work’. Family structure 

was also important. In a nuclear family, men were described as being 

more at ease with housework, ‘but in a joint family men never like to do 

housework, they are afraid of other family members... they are scared of 

society’. 

Overall, data from surveys and focus groups concurs in depicting 

communities where attitudes are shifting within the household, behind 

closed doors. Actions are starting to follow in the same direction, with 

women asking for and receiving more help at home. However, there is 

‘Ten years ago, women 
did all the housework, men 
never did household 
activities and they thought 
it will decrease their 
dignity…now the idea is 
changing. We help them in 
rearing livestock and 
sometimes collect water 
and fuel.’ 
 

~ Husband of GEM 
producer 
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much to be done to make such changes acceptable to wider community 

members. Arguably GEM activities have supported promising steps 

towards a fairer distribution of care work at home. The data highlight the 

important social and household effects that can arise from leadership 

training and the promotion of opportunities for women in dairy enterprise 

and markets.  

Question 9: Has GEM empowered women to 
engage in decision making in their 
communities? 

Being part of the GEM project had an effect on wider participation in 

community groups. As well as being part of a producer group, the 

majority of women benefiting from GEM were also members of a savings 

group (68 percent) and/or some other community based organization (72 

percent). Overall participation in groups outside the household was 

significantly greater than for women in the comparison group.  

Once in these groups, women from GEM households were likely to be 

moderately involved in group decision making, with 75 percent of women 

reporting they were involved ‘to some extent’ in producer groups, 81 

percent in savings groups and 79 percent in other community-based 

organizations. Across the different community groups, approximately 7 

percent reported they were not involved at all. This being the first 

exercise to collect such data, it is not clear whether the share of women 

reporting lower engagement within the groups is normal, low or higher 

than other projects and groups (data was not available for the 

comparison group to draw conclusions on project impact on this 

indicator). 

 
Table 6: Project impact on women’s leadership and community decision 
making 

Proportion of women who 
‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ with 
the statement: 

GEM 

(n=296) 

Compari-
son  

(n=442) 

Project 
effect 

% points 

Statisti-
cally signif-

icant? 

I feel I have a number of good 
qualities 

91% 66% + 25 

(0.04) 

Yes 

I continue to work on hard tasks 
even when others oppose me 

64% 39% + 25 

(0.05) 

Yes 

Even when my farm is doing 
well I keep my eyes open in 

case I find a way to improve it 

84% 75% + 9 

(0.04) 

Yes 

I feel comfortable speaking out 
at a meeting of men and women 
to help decide on infrastructure 
(roads, water supplies, well) to 

be built in my community 

66% 39% + 27 

(0.27) 

Yes 

Notes: Hypothesis tests on group means are statistically significant, with p<0.01 
for each indicator. 
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Alongside higher participation in community and producer groups, 

women from GEM households report significantly higher self-esteem and 

confidence (see Table 6). These findings relate not only to confidence in 

their own problem solving skills and resilience, but also to their 

confidence in speaking out at meetings involving men and women 

relating to community investments and spending. Community level focus 

groups provided some examples of how women participated to influence 

wider issues. In one case, a group of people including women and men 

approached local leaders to discuss flooding and river erosion linked to 

the construction of a bridge by the government. Some women felt that 

they were part of community decisions on difficult and sensitive issues 

too, such as violence against women, child marriage, dowry and divorce: 

‘Ten years ago, women were not involved in any community decisions 

but now they are participating. They have learned many things from 

[GEM] training for the improvement of our life’; ‘we can now talk about 

our rights, we earn money, our decisions and opinions get value and 

priority in many cases’.6  

Such participation is not limited to women who participated in GEM. In 

another area, women who belonged to a village where GEM operated, 

but were not producer group members themselves, highlighted their 

efforts to discuss new road-making plans with men in the village. 

Elsewhere, women reported grouping together to consult a local leader 

about building a bridge in their community. These anecdotes further 

support the idea of positive spillover effects on community norms and the 

voice of women in community decisions; both through direct effects on 

the women who participated in GEM activities, as well as indirect effects 

for other women by creating space and making it acceptable for them to 

participate in local planning.  

Question 10: Can women’s economic 
empowerment (unintentionally) lead to 
increased rates of gender-based violence? 

The evaluation recognized the potential for unintended negative 

consequences from activities that shift power dynamics within the 

community and household. Gender-based violence was one such 

consequence that was important to examine, particularly as the GEM 

project design actively sought to empower women and encourage them 

to assert their own preferences both within and outside the household. 

On the other hand, such training may also have had the opposite effect 

of mitigating against the risk of violence against women in the household, 

and it was not clear from the theory of change which of these effects 

might be predominant.  

The survey asked respondents if they were aware of any abusive 

behaviour or violent acts being committed against someone they knew 

over the past 12 months. The questions were deliberately indirect to take 

 

6 Women from Taluk Shabaj and Paschim Deluabari producer groups, October 2017. 
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a context-sensitive approach in light of local norms and customs.7 The 

results therefore do not distinguish between violence committed in the 

community and those experienced by the respondent herself, but the 

expected trade-off was to elicit more responses from participants who 

might otherwise be reluctant to share their views at all, or who might be 

afraid to give honest responses.  

The data presents a series of important findings (see Figure 8). Firstly, 

levels of violence are high, with 63 percent of women in the project group 

reporting awareness of any abuse (physical or psychological), rising to 

84 percent in the comparison group. Secondly, the difference between 

the groups is statistically significant and suggestive that women and 

communities who have participated in GEM training are less likely to 

experience violence.  

Thirdly, and in line with estimated prevalence of violence, a minority in 

both groups reported such violence was not acceptable: only 39 percent 

in the project group and 35 percent in the comparison group (a difference 

that was not statistically significant). Estimates of acceptability and 

awareness of violence evidently point to the need for continued support 

and resources to tackle high rates of gender-based violence. The 

evaluation focused on female respondents, but future research and 

programme design may want to consider the attitudes and awareness 

among male members of the community.  
Figure 8: Project impacts on gender-based violence  

 

Finally, the evaluation suggests that women in the GEM households 

were more likely to report violence if they were aware of, with 34 percent 

indicating they had reported to someone relative to only 19 percent in the 

comparison group. The confidence to take the issue to an authority figure 

outside the home or community is a key indicator of empowerment, and 

is a promising sign of existing norms continuing to be challenged in the 

future through transparency and women’s capacity to act. 

 

7 Questions around gender-based violence were only asked if privacy was assured during that part of the interview 

to preserve confidentiality for all respondents, and at any time participants could ask to move the survey on to 

the next topic. The sample size for this part of the household survey is lower than the other questions, with 388 

responses on questions relating to the acceptability of violence in the community, 381 responses on aware-

ness of violent acts over the past 12 months, and 278 responses on whether violence was reported and to 

whom. Approximately 50 percent of survey participants engaged with this set of questions overall, with 37 per-

cent providing a response on the final question around reporting violence if they were aware of it. 
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3.4. RESILIENCE 

Question 11: Were households supported by 
the GEM programme more resilient to natural 
disasters? 

Bangladesh experienced significant flooding during 2017, with some two-

thirds of the country under water in August. While some level of flooding 

is an annual monsoon phenomenon, some areas experienced levels of 

flood not seen since 1988.8 In the context of the evaluation this had two 

implications. Firstly, it played a role in the sampling strategy, with some 

areas still too flood-affected to visit during September 2017 when 

fieldwork was underway. However, the evaluation made efforts to ensure 

flood-affected households were represented in the household survey. 

Full details on the sampling strategy are set out in the annex. Secondly, 

the impact of flooding was expected to affect the measured outcomes 

and impacts during the evaluation, potentially making it more difficult to 

detect progress if household assets and livelihoods were affected by 

natural weather events in the months immediately prior to data collection. 

Nevertheless, the timing of the evaluation also allowed an opportunity to 

examine how prepared GEM households were to cope with the floods, 

and to reflect on the disaster risk and resilience of dairy farming in flood-

prone areas.  

 
Figure 9: Flood exposure and effects in 2017  

 

Survey data shows that project households were widely affected by 

heavy rainfall and subsequent flooding. Respondents were asked about 

the extent to which they were affected, with 44 percent reporting they 

were ‘severely’ affected by floods in 2017 and 35 percent reporting they 

temporarily evacuated their homes. Clear differences emerged between 

the comparison and intervention groups as reflected in Figure 9. On two 

important dimensions, GEM households were more affected by flooding 

 

8 https://www.oxfam.org.uk/what-we-do/emergency-response/south-asia-floods 
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than the comparison households: the share of households who were 

temporarily evacuated and the share of households reporting disruption 

to crop and milk production.9 These differences would have made it more 

difficult to find evidence of project impact, since comparison households 

may have reported better outcomes simply as a result of being less flood-

affected during the year of the evaluation. There are also indicators that 

show little difference between the two groups, for example the share of 

households reporting illness or injury to a family member due to the 

floods.  

The data also raises some interesting questions around the differences 

between comparison and intervention households. For example, 

although comparison group households were less likely to be evacuated, 

those that were reported being away from their homes for over 16 days, 

on average, compared to 9 days for project households. The available 

data from the household survey does not fully explain what might 

account for these different experiences, and whether it reflects stronger 

coping strategies among GEM households or some other explanation. 

Similarly, project households reported raising, on average, 50,000 taka 

from sales of assets in order to raise cash, compared to 40,000 Taka 

among comparison households. The difference is not statistically 

significant, but may reflect some improved resilience or preparedness 

through savings and an asset buffer.  

The effects on households from flooding and the strategies used to deal 

with them were probed through focus group discussions. Communities 

confirmed widespread effects: ‘all are damaged by floods, and to a great 

extent [for example] loss of crop grasses for cows, feed cost increases, 

house and livestock shelter damage’. When delving into how households 

prepared for the floods, qualitative data highlighted actions such as 

putting aside inputs for cows, including fodder and dry food, saline and 

medicine. Respondents from char areas mentioned they had held 

community meetings and encouraged households to save money, 

anticipating emergency situations. In line with the theory of action, these 

preparedness strategies might reflect the influence of capacity building 

interventions provided by GEM, such as model farms and training 

activities on fodder cultivation and preservation. Many respondents felt 

they had taken action to prepare for the flooding, although the height of 

the rising waters meant that damage and suffering was inevitable.  

Despite the differences in exposure and effects of flooding, project 

households reported very similar outcomes to the comparison group. For 

example, sufficiency of income was broadly the same across both 

groups, with 46 percent of project households and 42 percent of 

comparison households having to sell assets to cover household 

expenses due to the floods. The positive project impacts on income, 

dairy revenues and investments reported in earlier sections are arguably 

conservative estimates given the more adverse effects from flooding on 

project households, making those results all the more remarkable.  

 

9 This was unavoidable, as sampling rules had for ethical and practical reasons set limits on the extent that the sur-

vey teams would approach flood-affected households who were not part of the GEM network. 
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The evaluation highlights that project households were no more or less 

prepared for potential flooding than the comparison group in terms of ad-

vance warning about weather patterns. This perhaps suggests there was 

scope to increase outreach and demand for weather information among 

project households. However, anecdotal feedback during the evaluation 

design highlighted that some strategies were employed to mitigate the ef-

fect of the floods, including moving cows and assets to higher ground as 

soon as water levels began to rise. This, along with higher vaccination 

rates, might help explain why 3 percent of the intervention group reported 

losing cows due to the floods compared to 5 percent in the comparison 

group. This finding is not statistically significant but may be indicative that 

wider practices to improve dairy health may also have had spillover ben-

efits during times of crisis, such as the floods, mitigating against cata-

strophic dairy losses.  
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4. LEARNING AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

The theory of change workshop during September 2017 raised three 

priority themes for this evaluation: changes to income, improvements in 

farm practices, and access to markets and services. Underpinning each 

of these was resilience to natural disasters, a non-ignorable and stark 

reality of the field context. Key learning points emerged on each of these 

themes: 

• The project had a positive and significant effect on increasing 

household incomes, measured through food consumption and annual 

household expenditure. Indicators assessing quality of income 

showed women had more stable and frequent income from dairy than 

comparison households, and the timeliness of dairy income was high.  

• Clear improvements can be observed in farm practice, which have 

arguably played an important role in improving milk production and 

revenues. High rates of vaccination for cows among project 

households may have played a key role in protecting valuable assets 

and livelihoods in the face of extreme weather events. Training 

delivered through the GEM project has been highly effective in these 

ways. 

• Access to market services has been promoted effectively. GEM 

supported women as dairy farmers by increasing access to 

agricultural services, such as artificial insemination and vaccinations. 

GEM also supported women as entrepreneurs, with improved access 

to credit and participation in savings groups.  

• Further, attitudes among women who have participated in GEM 

activities reflect strong evidence of empowerment, confidence, self-

esteem and decision-making power relative to the comparison group. 

These features are all key requirements for women to take up 

economic opportunities. 

• While there is much to be lauded in these outcomes, improving 

access to markets deserves further attention and resources when 

considered through the lens of women’s perceived ability to influence, 

lead and participate equally in business transactions. Notably, the 

issue of access to markets for selling produce remains a thorny issue, 

with considerable stigma surrounding the job of taking milk and other 

produce to markets. To promote meaningful and swift change, 

investments in assertiveness and negotiation skills and other activities 

focused on women’s attitudes must be complemented by system-wide 

improvements in transport and connectivity, safety and security, and 

redesigning physical markets as spaces equally welcoming to female 

and male entrepreneurs.  

• Results show considerable benefits from GEM activities for women’s 

power in household decision-making, particularly around economic 

issues, such as farming practice and who works outside the home to 
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earn money. Yet, the evaluation also revealed that key areas of 

women’s lives remain heavily influenced by gendered norms, notably 

around care work. While there is a belief that helping with unpaid care 

work is more acceptable to a majority of men in GEM communities, 

and men in GEM households are increasingly helping with care 

activities, the heavy and unequal responsibility for unpaid care work 

remains a barrier to women achieving, earning, and leading outside 

the home. Future programmes may want to identify more closely 

where progress has been made, and what the next frontier is in order 

to support men and women to disrupt the status quo. Lessons from 

GEM respondents suggests that community norms and the ability to 

share care work publicly should be one such area of focus.  

• Despite being more flood-affected, GEM households were able to 

demonstrate advantages in their incomes and investments over the 

past year, and this is implicit evidence of greater resilience in the face 

of extreme weather shocks and disruption to family life and farming. 

Arguably, the results are to some extent a validation that dairy farming 

can be designed and managed to be flood-resilient, and the GEM 

dairy business model is worth replicating in wider communities.  

• However, indicators suggest that GEM households could benefit 

further from access to information to support preparedness. Future 

programme design would benefit from research into how borrowing 

and asset-selling behaviour sits within the household’s own 

perceptions of resilience. What is less known, although the data is 

suggestive of this, is how far households used dairy farming and 

income as a resilience strategy. 

• The multi-stakeholder forum has yielded some positive outcomes. 

Looking ahead, the forum’s priorities are to select a dynamic leader 

from the key stakeholders, register the association under social 

welfare ministry/department, engage more private sector and 

government actors, develop an action plan with tangible milestones, 

and create a fund for its future activities. These practical steps will 

help to turn the forum from a loosely formed structure into an 

organization that is fully functional, self-sustainable, and properly 

equipped to tackle the challenges of the dairy sector. 

• Access to credit remains an area where more action is needed, and 

attitudes towards formal banking reflect wariness among smallholder 

farmers. However, experience with the Rupali Bank pilot scheme 

shows strong signs of promise. GEM has leveraged smallholder 

access to formal credit through effective advocacy. Importantly, the 

next steps are to assess the feasibility of scale-up to meet existing 

demand, to give further attention to promoting demand by considering 

how access in char areas can be improved, and to address the 

negative perceptions of farmers towards formal banking.   
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