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ABSTRACT

Thepurposeofthisstudyistoexplorethestructuralmeaningofempowermentrealizedthrough
microcreditfromthewomen’sperspective.Women-livedexperienceshavebeengaugedtoseehow
theyfeelempoweredwhenmicrocreditisselectedastransformationfortheirlives;alsoidentifying
the status of branchless banking is in focus. Abductive research strategy with hermeneutics
phenomenologyforinterpretingwomeninterviewsareapplied.Theparticipantswereselectedthrough
purposivesampling,46wereinterviewedfrom17districtsofSindh,Pakistan.Throughinterpretative
phenomenologicalanalysis,interviewswereanalyzed;andmeaningconstructedthatwomenwith
financialstabilityareempoweredspecificallyinafamilialcontext;also,resultsshowthatbranchless
bankinglikeeasypaisaandothermobilefinancialservicesareinemergingstageandthereisdesire
needofit.Microfinancepractitionerscandesignstrategies,frameworkandtrainingaccordingtothe
specificneedsnoticedinthisstudy.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Overthepastfewyears,thegovernmentsofdevelopingcountrieshavetakenunprecedentedsteps
towardsprovidingfinancialservicesforthepoorwhoresideinbothruralandurbanareas.Financial
inclusion in areas such as microcredit policies tied with the rapid spread of mobile penetration
andthelaunchingofmobilefinancialserviceshavebeendesignedtoreachtheunderbankedand
unbankedsegmentsofthepopulation.Thisstudywasdesignedtoscrutinizewomen’sexperiences
withmicrocreditinregardtoempowermentandalsotoidentifythestatusofbranchlessbankingfrom
theperspectiveofwomenclients.Beforedelvingintoanunderstandingofwomen’sempowerment,
however,itisnecessarytohighlightwhywomenhavebeendisempowered(Aithel,1999;Shaikh,
Glavee-Geo,&Karjaluoto,2017).Disempowermentistheprocessofreducingtheauthorityofan
individualtomakecrucialdecisionsandshapetheirownlife.Accordingtoexpertsingenderstudies,
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disempowermentarisesfromfactorssuchasreligiousmisinterpretationsorpatriarchalsocieties,anda
lackofeducation,employmentopportunities,andfinancialresourceshelpitsspread(Sinclair,2012).
Weliveinapatriarchywheremaledominanceprevails,andduetoculturalandsocietaltaboos,women
areconsideredinferiortomendespitethefactthattheymakeuphalfofthepopulation(Alshebami
&Khandare,2015).

Policymakersforgenderequalityandwomen’sempowermenthavesuggestedfinancialinclusion
forpoorsegmentsofsocietyasadevelopmentintervention,andthishastranslatedtomicrofinance
becomingagrowthpolicy.Microcredit,inparticular,isconsideredtobeanefficienttoolforwomen’s
empowermentandforthealleviationofthefeminizationofpovertybecauseitistheprovisionof
smallloanstopoorersegmentsofsociety.Thisfinancialopportunitytransformswomen’slivesin
apositivemanner,aswhentheyinvestinaproductiveactivity,theycangenerateincomethatwill
beutilizedfortheirfamily’swelfare(Addai,2017;Bateman,2011).However,inthelocalcontext
ofSindh,thesecondlargestprovinceinPakistan,women’sexperienceshavebeenunexploredwith
respecttohowtheytransmutetheirlivesaftertakingpartinamicrocreditprogrammeandhowthey
realizeempowermentandmeaning through it.Thesuccessofmicrocreditprogrammescouldbe
furtherincreasedwiththeadoptionofautomationanddigitalizationinbusinessandthedeliveryof
financialservices(Shaikh,Hanafizadeh,&Karjaluoto,2017).Intermsofthemicrofinancesector,
theadventofmobiletelephonyindevelopinganddevelopedcountriescanmakepaymentsystems
convenient.In thissense,electronicpayments(e-payments)andbranchlessbankingchannelsare
commonlyknownasalternatedeliverychannels(ADCs)(Shaikh&Karjaluoto,2015,2016).

Branchlessbankingisessentiallytheprovisionoffinancialserviceswithoutanyrelianceonbank
branches;itincludestheuseoftechnologyandoutletslikesmallretailers,whoworkasagents.It
allowscustomerstoinitiatetransactionsremotelyandisavailableforusebyanycustomerwithoutthe
requirementtohavesizeableminimumfundscarriedintheiraccount.Branchlessbankingexamples
includetheuseofmobilephones,automatedtellermachines(ATM),andInternetbanking(Mulki,
2014;Shaikh&Karjaluoto,2015).Pakistan’sbankingsectoriswellestablishedbutinsufficientto
servetherapidlygrowingpopulation,andmostpeopleinremoteareashavelittleornoaccessto
formalbankingservices.Microfinancetargetsthepopulationwherebankingisunderdeveloped,and
branchlessbanking,inparticular,wasintroducedforthissegmentofthepopulationbecausethey
livedistantfromservices,inareasoflowpopulationdensity,wherebankingcostsarehighrelative
toincomeandthepeopleareilliterateorhaveminimaleducation.Theprocessbeginswiththeclient
openinganaccountthatisaccessiblethroughamobilephone.Then,whencashisreceivedbythe
client, itgetspaid through theagent,whodeposits the funds into thebankandsendselectronic
availabilityofthefundstotheclient(Abbassi,2011).

Againstthisbackdrop,theresearchquestionsuponwhichtheobjectivesweregaugedwereas
follows:First,howdowomenperceivethemeaningofempowermentwhentheytakeadvantageof
theavailabilityofmicrocreditandinvestthefundsinestablishingmicrobusinesses?Second,whatare
womenclients’perceptionsofbranchlessbankingandwhatisthestatusofcertainelectronicpayment
systems?Third,whatarewomen’soveralllivedexperienceswiththemicrocreditprogrammeand
branchlessbankingsystem,andhowdothoseprogrammestranslateintorealizingempowermentin
economic,social,political,andfamilialdimensions?

From an intensive review of the literature, it was observed that quantitative or case studies
examiningtherelationshipofwomen’sempowermentwithmicrocreditgenerallyusedsixdimensionsto
measurewomen’sempowerment:legal,political,familial–interpersonal,sociocultural,psychological,
andeconomic.Thisrevealsthecomplexnatureoftheconceptofempowermentandthedifficulty
in distilling its essence in multiple contexts (Malhotra, Schuler, & Boender, 2002). Chaudhary,
Farhana,andLodhi(2012)conductedastudyinSouthernPunjab,Pakistan,thatattemptedtousethe
abovedimensionstoquantifyempowerment,butthestudyconcludedwithoutappropriateresults,
sotheyrecommendedconsideringcategoricalvariablesrelatedtocontextandculture,likereligious
interpretationsandbeliefsandregionalandsocialaspectsofapatriarchalsociety.Thesecondfocus
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