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1. Executive Summary
The microfinance sector in Myanmar has experienced signifi-

of employees and clients at participating MFIs were compiled

cant growth in the last few years. Microfinance institutions

and a review of the existence of policies – anti-harassment

(MFIs) were serving almost 5 million clients through about $1.2

policies, grievance mechanisms, maternity and paternity leave,

billion in outstanding loans as of end-September 2019, up from

childcare support, flexible working policies, and mentoring

$800 million loans served to four million borrowers at the end

programs – that can help MFIs to create a gender inclusive

of 2018. One hundred and eighty-nine MFIs operated in the

workplace, was undertaken over a 6 months period during 2019.

country as of July 2019, up from 120 in 2011. Fifty-nine percent

The findings are intended to build the business case for gender

of MFI borrowers in Myanmar were women in 2018 according

equality for Myanmar MFIs and provide recommendations to

to research by UNCDF, and the sector has played an important

advance gender equality for employees and clients.
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role in increasing women’s access to finance, since they often

1.1 SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

face additional barriers to accessing other formal forms of credit
compared to men. Despite this, products and services offered
by MFIs are not fully meeting the needs of women borrowers,
who often resort to informal lenders. There is a need for the

•

The majority of MFI clients surveyed are women, with 90 to

industry to understand and address the requirements of women

95 percent of total group loans2 and 61 percent of individual

borrowers, and provide the support needed for them to fully

loans disbursed to women. Microfinance in Myanmar has

benefit from microfinance.

followed the traditional Grameen model, targeting women
mainly through a group format. This has made microfinance

To achieve this, it is also important to examine the role of

a critical means of increasing women’s access to formal

women as employees and leaders within the microfinance

finance in Myanmar, where women are half as likely as men

sector, as well as the existence and role of policies to encourage

to borrow from banks.3

gender equity at the workplace. While women comprise 60
percent of employees of MFIs in Myanmar, they make up only

•

The portfolios of MFIs who participated in this research

34 percent of senior managers. Making the microfinance sector

are dominated by income-generating business, and agri-

more gender inclusive has the potential to deliver multiple bene-

culture loans. There is a demand among women clients for

fits: improving the safety and comfort of both women and men

other personal loan products such as education and home

employees at work; establishing an equal opportunity culture

improvement loans, which are rarely offered in the sector.

which encourages more women to become part of leadership;
and helping to attract and retain talent. It also has the potential

•

Sixty-seven percent of clients surveyed indicate that MFIs are

to help ensure that products and services offered by MFIs are

their only source of formal credit; however, there is a high

more responsive to the needs of their predominantly female

incidence of clients borrowing from multiple MFIs, with 50

customer base, improving the company’s ability to attract more

percent having borrowed from two or more. In addition to

clients and consequently improving productivity in Myanmar,

accessing finance, clients expect MFIs to support them with

encouraging investors, and contributing to business growth.

business and technical advice. However, most MFIs do not
provide these non-financial services, despite often low levels

This study aims to understand the current gender gaps in the

of business and financial literacy among their client base.

microfinance sector in Myanmar and to suggest possible actions
to increase gender equality for MFI employees and clients. The

•

Sixty percent of employees at surveyed MFIs are women, but

study collected responses from 1,623 MFI employees and 482

they comprise only 34 percent of senior managers. Reasons

women clients from across eight participating MFIs through

for this include a limited focus from MFIs on maintaining

a survey questionnaire and focus group discussion (FGDs),

gender parity at all levels, a lack of career development

while information from MFI leadership personnel was collected

programs for women employees, and cultural norms that

through key informant interviews (KIIs). Sex-disaggregated data

require women to prioritize family responsibilities, which
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often prevents them from relocating to take up senior posi-

•

More than 80 percent of employees state that their compa-

tions. There is also limited recognition in the sector that

ny’s policies and work environment support fairness and

women need specific enablers to perform well, be promoted,

equality, but almost a comparable number expect the MFI

and continue to work when they have families.

to do more to promote equality among men and women
employees, particularly by providing further training and

•

Ninety-four percent of women employees and 91 percent

educational opportunities. Additionally, safety is a concern

of men employees surveyed agree that gender equality

for many employees, with 19 percent of women employees

is important to the sector. However, discussions with

and 17 percent of men indicating that they felt unsafe while

employees reveal a limited understanding of gender equality,

traveling to and from work.

which many believe is limited only to ensuring there are an
equal number of men and women employees, rather than

•

Home-care and family responsibilities affect both men and

providing equal treatment, opportunities and advancement

women employees in multiple ways. Forty-one percent

for male and female employees.

of employees said they arrive late to work, and 10 percent
said they had left early due to home-care responsibilities.

•

MFIs report they have adopted multiple workplace

A lack of time for skills development resulting from home

related policies, and that all offer basic employee benefits

and family responsibilities was highlighted as an issue by 27

such as parental leave, an anti-harassment policy and

percent of women, compared to 19 percent of men, indi-

employee code of conduct.4 However, this report finds that

cating a real or perceived need among women employees

approaches to gender within MFIs are not strategic; poli-

for additional skills to advance at the workplace.

cies are rarely comprehensive or coordinated, and are not
designed to address the specific gender-related challenges

•

Although MFIs reported having grievance mechanisms, there

of Myanmar workplaces such as childcare support and other

is limited awareness and understanding among employees

enabling policies for women.

of the process, especially at the branch level, and employees
often do not think issues they have experienced are serious
enough to report. Most MFIs’ grievance mechanisms lack a
formal structure or complaints committee, and complaints
are often dealt with informally by a direct supervisor.

Key Recommendations for MFIs in Myanmar
Department

Recommendations

Management

• Clearly communicate the business benefits of gender equality to employees.
• Consider gender balanced board composition.
• Mobilize resources to support gender equality initiatives.

Human Resources
Departments

• Consider gender sensitive recruitment (review and adapt company recruitment processes so that they are
inclusive for men and women).
• Implement policies and practices to support and promote gender equality.
• Develop career pathways for female employees to move into senior management positions.
• Review and communicate family friendly work policies and arrange information sessions for new parents.
• Introduce childcare support services to assist their employees.

Sales, Operations
and Product
Teams

• Design and adapt products and services that better address women’s needs as customers, such as products
that allow women greater economic independence and flexibility in spending for personal reasons such as
education and health and emergency loans.
• Consider providing dedicated support and training to clients, including on business management and financial
management.

7

1.2 COVID-19 CONSIDERATIONS

Digitalization: while most MFIs were already undergoing
digitalization efforts, the COVID-19 epidemic accelerated the

The COVID-19 pandemic, and subsequent safety restrictions put

need to become digital.

in place by the Myanmar government, has limited the ability of
MFIs to operate. In addition to the primary research outlined

Focus on Agriculture Financing: agricultural borrowers had

in this report, a further short review was conducted with nine

proven to be among the most resilient amid the pandemic as

MFIs in April and May 2020 to examine how COVID-19 had

they were less affected by the short-term effects of lockdowns.

affected their operations.5 This review found that regulations

This pushed MFIs to accelerate their shift toward more rural

had prevented loan officers from traveling to field locations,

and agricultural lending.

meeting clients, collecting repayments and making new
Liquidity: one of the primary concerns for MFIs was liquidity

disbursements.

management. MFIs had to carry out discussions with their
MFIs had reacted to the COVID-19 crisis in the country by

investors and lenders, hold cash for future demand, and make

following the directives received from the regulator and imme-

continuity plans to ensure liquidity throughout the year.

diately preparing business continuity plans to adjust to the new
realities on the ground. Changes to their regular operations

Human Resources: the first, immediate, priority for MFIs was

included:

employees’ safety. Actions taken included organizing working
from home solutions, providing protective equipment and

•

Reducing the number of staff working in field offices,

safe transportation, as well as ensuring health coverage for

rotating staff and applying work from home for non-

potential COVID-19 related expenses. When safety restrictions

essential employees from March to mid-May to comply

were reduced in Mid-May, MFIs designed approaches for office

with regulations from local authorities;

rotations, and ways in which loan officers could engage with

•

Establishing regular phone communication with clients;

clients in a safe way such as restricting groups to five or fewer

•

Revising their lending strategy to focus on a narrower selec-

and limiting travel to remote locations. Safety considerations

tion of priority sectors;

relating to the increased risk of domestic violence when staff

•

Managing liquidity carefully; and

are working from home were not addressed.

•

Establishing temporary hiring freezes.
Gender: during the pandemic, MFIs did not have a dedicated

Although the impact of these measures remain challenging to

gender strategy or approach. IFC did not find evidence that

define, they are expected to manifest in several main areas:

MFIs considered the potential different gender impact of the
various aspects of the epidemic and lockdowns such as the

Loan Collection: MFIs had to review their yearly busi-

higher rates of closure and more restricted access to finance

ness plans, reducing growth expectations and preparing to

experienced by women-led firms that were identified in recent

reschedule a large percentage of their existing loans. Most MFIs

World Bank research.6

indicated they had prioritized actions focused on supporting
their clients such as loan rescheduling, rather than ensuring
timely collections.
Cost-cutting: interviewed MFIs indicated that a number of
pilot projects and non-crucial expenses were delayed.
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2. Introduction

2.1 PROJECT BACKGROUND
Microfinance has been a critical development tool that has

more women as employees and leaders, and to achieve greater

helped reduce the gender gap in formal financial inclusion in

workplace equity.12

developing countries, and has provided under-served women
with access to capital to meet their domestic financial needs

Myanmar is ranked 181st out of 190 countries on access to credit

including healthcare and education expenses, as well as to start

by the World Bank.13 Financial inclusion remains relatively low

or expand small businesses. The positive impact of microfi-

at 48 percent,14 and domestic credit to the private sector is

nance on women’s empowerment has been well-documented,8

only 25.7 percent of gross domestic product (GDP),15 lower than

although it can in some cases have undesired negative conse-

other countries in East Asia and the Pacific. There remains a

quences.9 In Myanmar, microfinance is the principal means

large financing gap; IFC research in 2018 indicated that over

of access to formal credit for women, and women make up

the next seven years $3.85 billion in financing would be needed

the majority of the client base of MFIs, so it is critical that it

to reach 11 million low-income borrowers. In Myanmar, the

effectively meet the needs of women customers. However, this

microfinance sector has witnessed rapid growth over the past

research found that products and services offered by MFI are

several years, supported by a wide client base and an increasing

failing to do so in a number of ways. There is a need for MFIs

loan portfolio. MFIs were serving almost five million clients

to take a more strategic approach to gender, and consider

through about US$1.2 billion in outstanding loans at the end of

women throughout their operational value chain, including

September 2019, compared to US$800 million loans served to

mainstreaming gender within MFIs, adjusting financial services

four million borrowers at the end of 2018.
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to better meet women’s needs, providing non-financial services,
and strengthening women’s networks.11 It is also important

As part of this study, IFC analyzed gender gaps in the current

that MFIs consider gender gaps within the sector to encourage

landscape of the microfinance sector in Myanmar for
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Figure 1: Research Dataset Summary

Primary
data
collection

Analysis

Online/offline
surveys

Focus group
discussions

Employee and client
surveys to capture data
and perceptions of
respondents about the role
of gender equality

FGDs with women and
men employees, and
women clients, to seek
further insights

Employees: 1,623
997
626
Men
Women

Employees: 162
72
90
Men
Women

Women clients: 482

Women clients: 100

HR policies

Employee data

List of processes,
policies and benefits
offered by the MFI

Sex disaggregated data
about employees including
workforce, absenteeism,
recruitment and turnover

One-on-one
interviews
Discussions with senior
management, line staff and HR
personnel of the MFIs to understand
perception of and involvement in
encouraging gender equality

Senior managers: 24
17
7
Men
Women
Line managers: 19
5
14
Men
Women

Client data
Sex disaggregated data about
client portfolio including splits
by product, loan outstanding,
nonperforming loan (NPL) levels

Data collected from 8 MFIs

employees and clients of MFIs. The study employed a mixed

research focused on how the services and products of MFIs

method approach, using both qualitative and quantitative

meet clients’ needs from a gender perspective, identifying areas

research methodologies. The study included analysis and

for improvement.

primary data collection covering eight participating MFIs.
Materials analyzed included HR policies, employee-related data

Figure 2: Analytical Framework for Gender Analysis

and client-related data provided by each MFI. Primary data
collection included an online survey of employees of the MFIs, a
face-to-face survey of women clients, FGDs with employees
and clients, and one-on-one interviews with senior managers

Leaders

and line managers. The MFIs surveyed in this research were
larger than the average in the industry, and so results are not

Entrepreneurs

necessarily fully representative of the industry. Figure 1 provides
a summary of the research dataset. Further information is

Employees

provided in the Research Methodology section in the Appendix.
This research surveyed women as leaders, entrepreneurs,

Clients

employees, clients, and stakeholders as shown in the analytical
framework in Figure 2. Gender equality in the sector was
analyzed from both an internal and market level perspective.
From an internal perspective the study surveyed the leadership

Stakeholders

and employment practices of MFIs as well as organizational
workplace policies and benefits. At the market level the
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2.2 GENDER EQUALITY IN MYANMAR

Women in Myanmar often face challenges such as bullying and
sexual harassment in the workplace,22 which has a direct impact

With economic growth of 6.2 percent in 2018-19,16 Myanmar

on the performance and productivity of employees and impacts

is one of the fastest growing economies in Southeast Asia.

the overall work environment.23 Stereotypes around the role of

While women make up about 52 percent17 of the population,

women in the family are persistent in Myanmar24 and religious

economic growth has not translated into commensurate

norms can bolster gender stereotypes that restrict women’s

economic prosperity or social and political empowerment

access to resources. In cases where matters of succession,

for women. The World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap

inheritance, and marriage are governed by religious customary

Index 2020 ranked Myanmar 114th out of 153 countries.18

laws, women often do not have equal access to, or control over,

Institutionalized barriers for women remain high in Myanmar,

land and other forms of property.25 Economic and decision-

with few women in leadership positions in the government

making power is typically assigned to men of the household.26

and private sectors. Women’s participation in entrepreneurship

In Myanmar, men tend to hold legal rights to family properties,

and the workforce has also remained low; in 2019 the ratio of

and are twice as likely as women to own land under their own

19

female to male labor force participation rate was 60.9 percent.

name.27,28 The recent Women, Business and Law report saw

Likewise, although the growth in access to technology has

Myanmar score 58.8 out of 100, which placed it 155th out of 190

been rapid in Myanmar, there remains a gender gap. Sixty-eight

countries when considering legal gender differences.29 Its scored

percent of women own a mobile phone, compared with 78

lowest on issues relating to the workplace, pension and pay.

20

percent of men, and 41 percent of women use mobile Internet,
compared with 58 percent of men.21
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Figure 3: Socio-Economic Indicators Relevant to Status of Women

23%

Wage disparity between
female and male employees
working in the same firm
with the same occupation

27%

Firms are owned
by women in the
private sector

29%

Management
positions held
by women

49%

29%
28.7

Adolescent
birth rate

178

Maternal mortality ratio

10%

Female labour force
participation

Females with at
least some
secondary education

out of 100,000
registered live births

Women
representation in
Union Parliament

Sources: Wage Disparity: Myanmar Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprise Survey 2017 Descriptive Report; Female Firm Ownership and Management: Myanmar
Investment Climate Assessment, World Bank, 2015 ; Female Labour Force Participation: ILO Stat, Country Profile – Myanmar, 2018; Education, health and political
representation: Gender Inequality Index, UNDP, 2017

2.2.1 Women as Leaders

capabilities, lower confidence, and time constraints due to

Participation of women as leaders in both the private sector

household responsibilities.33

and government is considerably lower than for men, as shown
Figure 4: Women in Leadership: Private Sector

at Figure 3. In the private sector, less than a quarter of micro,
small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) are owned by women,
with 3 percent of micro, 10 percent of small, and 28 percent of

Ownership

Management

23%

3%

21%

10%

13%

28%

medium and large enterprises managed by women.30 Notably,
for larger enterprises the percentage of women ownership

Micro

decreases while the percentage of women as managers
increases. This may be because these medium and large firms
operate in sectors such as food, garment, and textiles, which
Type of enterprise

are typically female dominated. The Myanmar MSME Survey
2017 highlighted that the highest share of female-owned or
managed businesses are located in Mandalay and Yangon,
which are home to the majority of food and textile enterprises.
Another study that assessed the state of women in the

Small

economy found that about 40 percent of owners or managers
of large firms are women – a higher share than in small and

Medium

medium enterprises.31 However, only three of the 100 largest
Myanmar companies are run by female Chief Executive Officers
(CEOs)32 and less than one third of leadership positions in the

Men

microfinance sector are held by women. Common barriers to

Women

women in leadership positions at MFIs include socio-cultural
norms, a perception that women have lower decision-making

Source: Myanmar MSME Survey 2017, Central Statistical Organization, Ministry
of Planning & Finance (now Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry), 2018.”
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2.2.2 Women as Entrepreneurs
In Myanmar men are disproportionately likely to own companies; 70 percent of companies are owned by men, compared to
65 percent of the employees of firms who are male.34 The share
of women entrepreneurs varies depending on scale and sector,
and in certain sectors the contrast between men and women is
stark. For example, the MSME Survey found that 22 percent of
the sampled manufacturing enterprises were female owned, and
6 percent were managed by women, but the share of femaleowned or managed informal enterprises was 35 percent, slightly
higher than for the whole sample. Informal enterprises, which
largely operate in the food and textile industry, also have a high
share of women ownership, which may be attributed to the
difficulties women face in formalizing their business, as they are
Image: Early Dawn Microfinance Co., Ltd.

less likely to possess asset ownership rights.35
Challenges typically faced by business owners tend to be exacerbated for women entrepreneurs. Socio-cultural restrictions
such as household responsibilities, family pressures to conform
to gender norms, mobility restrictions, lack of collateral, and
security considerations are common barriers faced by women
entrepreneurs that often limit their access to wider markets,
networks, mentoring, and finance, as shown at Figure 5.

Figure 5: Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs in Myanmar

ACCESS TO MARKETS

ACCESS TO FINANCE

Limited market linkages
due to weak networks
and mobility issues of
women-led businesses

Lack of information on and
availability of financing
options coupled with
gender-blind processes

NETWORKS

Key gaps in
information, support
and access, which
hinder the growth of
women-led businesses
MENTORSHIP

Limited networks to
enable peer-learning
make business
connections and scout
new opportunities

Limited or no
gender-aware mentorship
and technical support

Source: Intellecap Analysis
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Figure 6: Labor Force Participation Rate, Percentage of Sex-Disaggregated Population

88%
81%

75%

82%

79%

78%

77%

82%

76%

72%

73%
59%

52%

51%

48%

36%

35%
23%

Bangladesh

Cambodia

India

Indonesia

Malaysia

Men

Myanmar

Sri Lanka

Thailand

Vietnam

Women

Source: Gender Data Portal, World Bank 2019

2.2.3 Women as Employees

There is a considerable gender pay gap in Myanmar; according

There is a significant gender gap in labor force participation in

to the Ministry of Labour, women earn 25 percent less than

Myanmar. The labor force participation rate for women is 48

men.41, 42 Other challenges women face in the workplace include

percent, compared with 77 percent for men (see Figure 6).

a lack of flexible working hours, inadequate access to quality

36

childcare, and a lack of gender-aware policies which act as
Historically social norms in Myanmar have created perceptions

barriers to workforce participation. In the recent study on

about tasks that are suitable for men and women, which are a

Tackling Childcare,43 IFC-recommended interventions included

determining factor in the choice of occupation. Leadership and

the creation of return to work programs, flexible working hours,

management roles are perceived to be more suited for men,

provision for onsite childcare facilities, subsidized childcare

while administration and HR roles are considered more appro-

costs, and partnerships with childcare providers.

priate for women. These perceptions have translated into a
strong gendered division of labor in many areas of the economy

The majority of women in the labor force (53.6 percent) are

such as in education, sport, health, and the media.37 Women

engaged in agricultural activities. Within agriculture too, women

also often work part-time in family businesses: 35.8 percent

mostly undertake what are perceived as ‘gender appropriate’

of women in the labor force are family workers,38 around 10

roles, with little land or asset ownership. The UNDP Situational

percentage points higher than for men.

Analysis of Gender Report highlighted that in farming, women’s

39

roles typically tend to include planting, caring, weeding, transA survey by the Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social

planting, harvesting, threshing, postharvest operations, and

Security and Central Statistical Organization revealed that 63.9

marketing, while men traditionally undertake activities such as

percent of women cited family and household responsibilities as

plowing, land preparation, seedbed preparation, making bunds,

the reason for staying outside the labor force.40 The survey also

and fencing in farms. In the manufacturing sector, certain

highlighted that girls are far more likely to engage in household

subsectors, such as garment and plantation, have been tradi-

chores than boys, irrespective of whether they are engaged in

tionally perceived to be women oriented. The workforce in the

paid work. Consequently, girls’ productive time for the pursuit of

garment industry (Myanmar’s top manufacturing subsector) is

education and other economic activities is limited.

largely female – women account for more than 90 percent of
the workforce,44 while 70 percent of the workforce employed in
plantation in Myanmar are women.45
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Image: World Bank/ Hong Sar

“ Women who earn income are especially powerful catalysts for development because they tend to invest
more of their income than men into the health, education, and well-being of their families. Economically
empowered women also tend to have greater control over their income, reproductive health, and
improvements in their children’s lives. Every paycheck to a woman is thus, in essence, also an investment in
the human capital of the next generation.”
The Business of Empowering Women, Mckinsey & Company, 2019

2.2.4 Women as Clients

2.2.5 Women as Stakeholders

Women are typically responsible for small daily expenditures,

Growing evidence suggests that women’s empowerment and

but men usually control large expenditure. About 37 percent

gender equality have a multiplier effect on families, commu-

of the country’s 51 million people live near or below the poverty

nities, businesses and sustainable economies.49 It is widely

line, and the average purchasing power of the population is

accepted that investing in women and girls to close gender

low. Sex-disaggregated data and research are limited, making

gaps results in improved social and economic indicators, while,

it difficult to understand differences in per capita income

the total gain in human capital wealth from gender equality

and women’s power to make decisions related to spending.

globally is estimated at US$ 172.3 trillion.50 Moreover, investing

However, some reports highlight distinct trends in consump-

in women as stakeholders in communities consequently leads

tion patterns between men and women. While men tend to

to improved participation in public life and political process.51

spend more on personal consumption, women tend to spend

Research also suggests that when more women participate as

more on family needs, deprioritizing spending on themselves.47

decision makers in economic activities and governance there

Consequently, even if women control expenditures, they may

are better outcomes.52

46

still be the poorest members of the household. Men typically control larger expenditures related to asset creation and
investments.48
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Figure 7: Snapshot of Financial Inclusion by Gender
Formal financial inclusion

Type of financial access, by gender 2018
30% 31%

29%
50%

Men

24%

22%

23%

21%

32%

20%

46%

Women

20%

2018

2013

Banked

Other formal
(non-bank)

Informal

Excluded
Men

Women

Source: Finscope Survey, 2018

2.3 ACCESS TO FINANCE

other formal lenders. MFIs are barred from seeking collateral by
regulation,56 whereas collateral is typically required to borrow

The financial sector in Myanmar has witnessed consid-

from a bank. The business case to focus on women borrowers

erable growth in the last five years, and the financial

is substantial, as women borrowers register higher repayment

inclusion of women has significantly improved. Between

rates57 and are therefore a preferred customer segment. Further,

2013 and 2018 the gap between men and women in financial

men have greater access to banking – savings and credit –

inclusion from formal sources of finance decreased from 12

mainly at private banks. Consistent with the traditional Grameen

percent to just 4 percent, resulting in a financial inclusion level

model of microfinance, women comprise over 90 percent of the

of 46 percent for women and 50 percent for men. Access to

group loan portfolio of the companies surveyed for this study and

finance and levels of formal access are similar in both rural

make up 61 percent of the individual loan portfolio.

(47 percent) and urban areas (51 percent). In terms of financial
access, 22 percent of women use financial products from banks,

Figure 8: Access to Formal Financial Products

24 percent of women use other formal products, 23 percent of
women use informal sources and 31 percent are unbanked.53

50%

46%

In keeping with global trends, women are better served by
26% 25%

the microfinance sector in Myanmar compared to other

18%

financial sources, but limited access points and stringent

12% 12%

regulations affect their overall adoption of formal finan-

7%

cial services. Fifty-nine percent of MFI borrowers in Myanmar
Access

are women, 85 percent of whom rely on microfinance as their

Credit

only form of formal credit. PACT Global Microfinance Fund
54

Savings
Men

14%

4%

Insured

Remittance

Women

(PGMF), one of the country’s largest MFIs in 2019, reported that
more than 98 percent of its clientele are women.55 Though many

Source: Finscope Survey, 2018

MFIs explicitly target women clients through their group lending
products, there are a number of other contributing factors. One

Further context on the microfinance sector in Myanmar

key reason is the ability of MFIs to provide credit without ‘hard’

can be found in Appendix 6.1

collateral, which may prevent women from borrowing from
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3. Research Findings: Gender Equality for
Employees
Figure 9: Share of Women and Men, by Level

3.1 OVERVIEW OF GENDER EQUALITY
FOR EMPLOYEES OF MFIS

(as of August 2019)

This research found that, while there was a higher share of

66%

Senior
management

women employees in the surveyed MFIs, substantial gender

34%

gaps emerged at senior management levels, indicating limits
to women’s opportunities for progression within firms. While

47%

Middle
management

all the MFIs surveyed reported having policies related to sexual

53%

harassment, maternity and paternity leave, and an employee
code of conduct,58 few had dedicated gender policies and these

39%

Regular staff

were not always suitable for the Myanmar context.

61%
Women

Men

Respondents from some MFIs expressed views that suggested
that the importance of women’s equal advancement in the

Source: Employee data from each MFI, n = 9,057

industry is not well understood. Further efforts are necessary to
implement dedicated policies that ensure the industry does not

Table 1: Share of Women in Middle and Senior

exclude and disadvantage women as employees and potential

Management, by MFI Segment (as of August 2019)

leaders. MFIs have an opportunity to consider gender more
strategically within their organizations beyond the numbers of

Middle
Management

Senior
Management

Large MFIs

57%

14%

Medium Sized MFIs

46%

38%

Small MFIs

47%

37%

Aggregate

53%

34%

female employees and consider how their policies, practices and
the attitudes and beliefs held by many staff may be preventing
women’s advancement.

3.2 WOMEN AS LEADERS
3.2.1 Women’s Career Advancement in MFIs
Although women make up the majority of employees in the
surveyed MFIs, only 34 percent of senior managers are women

Source: Employee data from each MFI, n = 9,038 (3,659 Male, 5,398 Female)

(including Board Members, Chief Executive Officer, Managing
Director, Chief Operating Officer, Head of Risk and General

Although more women than men have been promoted overall

Manager), compared to 53 percent of middle managers. The data

in the last three years in the MFIs surveyed, the share of women

shows a lower concentration of women in senior positions, with

promoted has consistently been lower than men. In 2019, 15.3

12.8 percent of all women employees in the workforce being

percent of men were promoted versus 11.5 percent of women.

middle management, compared to 16.6 percent for men, and

And this was the case even where men and women have a

0.4 percent of all women employees being senior management,

similar number of years of experience at an aggregate level.

compared to 1.0 percent for men. A low number of women in

During the discussions, senior management and HR said that

senior management was reported by almost all MFIs, with some

there was no significant difference in the performance of men

MFIs having no women in senior management at all.

and women employees.

59
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Image: World Bank/ Markus Kostner

Discussions with employees, senior management and HR

either reside away from their families, impacting their

suggested several reasons for the lower share of women in senior

caregiving responsibilities, or relocate with their families,

management, which applied to all MFIs in varying degrees:

which they may not be inclined to do due to reasons such
as entrenched family livelihoods and networks in their

•

Limited focus on maintaining gender parity at all levels. Although

locations. Women employees at branches attested to this,

there are more women than men at an aggregate level in

with multiple respondents expressing the opinion that they

the workforce of the MFIs surveyed, many companies do

would not want to move away from their current locations;

not have the necessary policies and procedures to enable a

one woman branch manager said: “I will need to move to

proportionate number of women to rise through the ranks

a different place if and when I get promoted. However, my

to senior management. Only three MFIs had mentoring

husband and his business are based here, so I cannot move.”

programs for newly-promoted or soon-to-be-promoted
employees, and these programs had no special consid-

•

Unconscious bias. There is a certain degree of unconscious

erations for women employees. Although a large share

bias among men employees where women employees are

of employees perceive senior management to encourage

assumed to prioritize family over professional growth. This

gender equality, actions are often limited to maintaining a

unintentional bias was encountered across management,

business-as-usual higher share of women at an aggregate

regular office-based staff, and line staff, with multiple men

level. This was highlighted by one HR Manager: “It is true

attributing “women choosing to not take up leadership

that we have no women in senior management – however

roles and preferring to play supporting roles” to “differences

we have 1.5 times as many women employees as men at an

between men and women”. One male senior manager

aggregate level.”

stated: “We are sometimes concerned that women will
not be able to fulfil the responsibilities demanded in senior

•

Cultural norms requiring women to prioritize family responsibili-

roles because of their household responsibilities and time

ties. Multiple respondents from senior management and HR

constraints.” Another male senior manager said: “A ‘glass

departments expressed the view that women employees

ceiling’ exists when it comes to women’s leadership in the

are often unwilling to take up senior roles, as these roles

MFI sector. This happens for two reasons: one, women

involve frequent travel or relocation – especially in the

exclude themselves from shouldering more responsibilities

case of employees transitioning from roles at the branch to

as demanded in senior roles, and two, there is a bias among

more state or region-level roles, or roles at the head office.

decision makers, typically men, that prevents women from

Taking up such senior roles requires that women employees

being promoted.”

18

•

3.2.2 Employee Perception of Women as Leaders

Lack of career development programs for women employees:
Although MFIs arrange training for employees, there is little

Figure 10: Being a good manager is not related to gender

or no focus on providing explicit and differentiated training
and support to women employees to ensure that they

83%

progress to senior management roles within the company.
While training is available to all employees, women in FGDs

78%

recounted instances where they were unable to attend
training outside of their workplace because of unsuitable

Men

training schedules and locations, a view expressed by one
woman employee: “During the last year I had to pass on the

Women

Source: Employee survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

opportunity to attend a conference outside Yangon since
I could not leave my family responsibilities for that many

Employees across MFIs perceive the leadership to be fair

days.” This problem is exacerbated in branch offices, as one

to both men and women in providing promotion oppor-

branch manager explained: “Unlike urban cities, we do not

tunities and in encouraging gender equality, with some

have domestic help and support for household work. We

exceptions. Despite the fact there is a lower share of women

manage both office and household duties and cannot travel

than men in senior management, most employees believe that

for these trainings.”

being a good manager is not related to gender. This sentiment
was expressed by respondents at all MFIs. Women in manage-

Multiple senior management respondents expressed the view

ment roles affirmed that they perceive their company to be

that women employees are provided with equal opportunities

fair to men and women and that, as women, they have been

and that they perform on a par with men, with no apparent

provided with equal opportunities.

barriers to their career advancement. However, very few MFIs
surveyed had policies or processes in place to enable women

Women leaders interviewed agreed that managing family

to reach leadership positions, and none of the surveyed MFIs

responsibilities and leadership roles is challenging, but that they

had diversity and inclusion targets. Overall, only 0.4 percent

can balance both on most occasions. “With the support of our

of women employees across the MFIs were senior managers

colleagues we can manage our office duties and at the same

compared to 1.0 percent of men.

time, with the support of our families, we can fulfill household
responsibilities and not be overburdened”, stated one women

This is consistent with the findings of another research study

employee. In addition to family support, the ability to afford

which surveyed 14 MFIs in Myanmar, where about 30 percent

domestic help could be a factor that allows women managers

of leadership positions were held by women. Interviews from

to balance work and family responsibilities.

the study revealed that socio-cultural norms, a perception
of women having lower decision-making capabilities, lower

Eighty-six percent of respondents – men and women from

confidence, lack of family friendly policies, and time constraints

both urban and rural areas – expressed the view that men and

due to household responsibilities were common barriers to

women have equal opportunities for promotion. However,

women assuming leadership positions within MFIs.60 While the

although most respondents perceive leadership to ‘Always’ or

large MFIs surveyed had a higher share of women in middle

‘Often’ promote fairness and equality among all employees,

management compared to medium-sized and small MFIs, the

a non-trivial share of 23.2 percent perceive them to do it only

share of women in senior management was markedly lower.

‘Sometimes’ or ‘Never’. This was especially the case in small

This may be partially attributed to a comparatively lower share

MFIs and could be attributed to lower awareness levels and a

of women employees with a long service history at the larger

lack of communication between head office and branches.

MFIs compared to men.
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Figure 11: How often do you see senior management promote fairness and equality among all employees?

Men

32%

43%

Women

20%

34%

36%
Always

Often

Sometimes

21%
Never

2% 4%

3% 5%

Don't know

Source: Employee survey data, n = 1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female).
Numbers do not sum to 100% due to rounding.

A lower share of women employees perceive senior manage-

Figure 13: I believe I am treated fairly while working at

ment to always promote fairness and equality among

my company

employees, particularly at head offices. Additionally, employees
84%

do not believe that promoting fairness and equality necessarily
results in more women in senior management. This was partic-

79%

ularly true in rural areas where a lower share of respondents
believed that there are more women in senior management

Men

since they joined the company – although multiple participants
in FGDs did provide examples of women in middle and senior

Women

Source: Employee survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

management positions. However, a few employees stated that
most women in leadership positions are expats with fewer

In surveyed MFIs there was limited recognition among

national employees being promoted to senior management.

staff and leaders that women might need specific
enablers to perform and be promoted. Employees across

Figure 12: Do you think there are more women in senior

all levels emphasized the importance of “performance” and

management in your company since you joined?

“skill-sets” in progressing to senior management positions.
Women in middle management and senior leadership positions

13%

also expressed the view that promotions are performance-

17%

10%

driven. However, women employees at FGDs reported that

14%

their ability to ‘perform’ is at times restricted due to their role
as homemakers and caregivers, especially when there isn’t
sufficient family support or when domestic help is unaffordable,

77%

highlighted by one midlevel woman manager: “Opportunities

69%

and promotions are on the basis of how we do our work. But
sometimes we as women have other duties for which we also
Urban
Don’t Know

have to take time out. This does not allow us to work on a par

Rural
No

with our male employees. For example, a new mother cannot
Yes

be in the office for long hours, and this affects her work sometimes.” Despite the barriers, women in leadership positions are
optimistic about the prospects for women in the sector.

Source: Employee survey data, n = 1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)
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3.3 WOMEN AS EMPLOYEES
“ My company has almost equal proportions
of men and women. We have more women
as clients. Although women are given equal
opportunities, some roles are by default provided
for men and some for women.”

3.3.1 The Roles of Women in MFIs
Sixty percent of employees of the MFIs that participated
in this research are women, and there are more women than
men in almost all functional departments, including field staff.61
Men and women are employed in various roles in both head

- Woman employee, MFI

offices and branches.

This is consistent with other research which found that,

Figure 14: Number of Employees by Gender

although loan officer positions are perceived to be more suit-

(as of August 2019)

able for men due to frequent travel and long working hours,63
less than half (i.e. 41 percent) of loan officers are male. This

40%

60%

39%

61%

can likely be attributed to the fact that more than 80 percent
of borrowers from surveyed MFIs are women and women

Permanent

Contractual

clients may prefer to deal with women loan officers.64 Similar
trends are visible in the wider financial sector as highlighted
in Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit’s

Men

(GIZ’s) assessment of the sector, which found that over 50

Women

percent of bank staff are women.65 Moreover, at Kanbawza
Bank (KBZ), one of the largest commercial banks in the country

Source: HR data from each MFI

employing more than 18,000 people, 53 percent of the workIt is widely accepted that the success of the MFI sector is driven

force are women.66

by its network of loan officers who build relationships with
customers. Although the role of loan officers requires frequent

Employee data indicate that a few departments have a

travel and long working hours, branch managers of participating

higher share of women employees compared to other

MFIs reported that women loan officers perform on a par with

departments. As shown in Figure 15, the Finance / Treasury,

men. This is attributed to customer preferences in Myanmar,

Administration and Logistics and Internal Audit departments

where women borrowers prefer to deal with women loan

have a higher share of women employees. Multiple respondents

officers.62 This was explained by a woman loan officer: “Most of

attributed the high number of women in ‘desk-driven’ and

the clients are women and they open up to us more easily, they

‘administrative’ roles to women’s traits as “good followers of

do not hesitate to ask questions.” This sentiment was echoed by

directions”, “detail-oriented”, and “meticulous”, indicating a

multiple women borrowers, although some women borrowers

certain degree of gendered allocation of roles in the sector. One

prefer male loan officers as they are perceived to better under-

male senior manager echoed these sentiments: “We have many

stand the financial needs of borrowers and provide advice on

women employees in this company, especially in departments

investments and fund management as required.

that are more suited for women such as the admin department
and IT department.”
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Figure 15: Share of Employees by Department (as of August 2019)
Finance/treasury

93%

7%

866

Internal audit

85%

15%

144

Admin & logistics

81%

19%

543

IT/MIS

76%

24%

351

HR

61%

39%

100

Operations

58%

42%

6,897

Others

52%

48%

156

Women

Sample
size

Men

Source: Employee data from each MFI, n = 9,057 (3,659 Male, 5,398 Female)

3.3.2 Demographics of Employees

Figure 16: Employees Surveyed by Marital Status

Women employees come from a variety of geographies,
educational backgrounds, age groups, and marital
Men

statuses. A total of 1,623 employees responded to the survey

52%

46%

2%

across eight participating MFIs. Sixty-one percent of these
respondents were women, which is quite representative of the
actual share of women in the surveyed MFIs, which was 60

Women

percent.
•

35%
Married

Sixty-one percent of employees were from rural areas

Single

(outside Yangon and Mandalay).
•

Source: Employee survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

Eighty-five percent of employees (both genders) were
under the age of 35 years.

•

A higher share of rural employees (70 percent) were under
the age of 30 compared to urban employees (52 percent)
among women employees.

•

Fifty-six percent of respondents were single, and there were
more single women (62 percent) than men. This was visible
in both urban and rural areas.
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3%

62%
Others

3.3.3 Employee Perception of Gender Equality

Figure 17: Employees Surveyed by Age (in years)

Men

25%

29%

27%

97%
of respondents agree that
gender equality is
important for the company

10% 9%

Most employees of MFIs view gender equality to be an
Women

26%

37%

23%

important objective both for the sector, and for their

8% 6%

company. Ninety-four percent of women employees and
91 percent of men employees in surveyed MFIs agreed that
gender equality is important to the sector. This sentiment was

Up to 25

26 to 29

30 to 35

36 to 39

expressed by respondents across MFIs from both urban and

40 & above

rural areas, and across age groups, marital status, and educaSource: Employee survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

tional background. However, 70 percent of respondents believe
that men and women view gender equality differently within

Figure 18: Employees Surveyed by Education

the company. For most employees, especially men, the main
indicator of gender equality is the parity in the number of men
and women employees in the company, as highlighted by one

4%
3%

93%

Men

employee: “Our company promotes gender equality; in fact
we have more women employees than men.” A few women
employees interpreted gender equality as the mutual trust and

8%
Women

understanding that exists between all employees, something

1%

91%

they appreciate in the office, with one woman employee
saying: “Men and women in the office are like brothers and

University
(Bachelor)

University
(Masters)

sisters.”

School &
others

Eighty-four percent of women employees and 83 percent of

Source: Employee survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

men employees surveyed agreed that their companies’ policies and work environment support fairness and equality for

Ninety-two percent of MFI employees are university gradu-

employees. This view was affirmed by a senior manager: “Our

ates. However, discussions with management revealed that

CEO is very knowledgeable and proactive about gender. He

most come from non-financial backgrounds. Consequently,

speaks to all employees during branch visits and especially

MFIs must spend significant time and money training new

enquires about the job satisfaction of women employees.”

employees to make them job-ready, and, as the MFI sector is

However, a few women employees pointed out that being

highly competitive, the turnover of employees is generally high

gender-equal at times results in situations where they are

(15 to 20 percent annually).

allocated travel or geographies that do not take into consideration their needs as women, as one women employee pointed
out: “I understand that men and women are treated equally in
this company, however, as a woman I feel unsafe travelling to
certain geographies, especially if it involves traveling at night.
I wish my company did not make me do that.” Some women
employees also added that their reliance on public transport
when they are working late also makes them feel unsafe.
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“ The company has a complaint policy in place. In
case of any complaint I report to my manager.
However, I don’t know the process, in case my
manager is unable to solve the problem.”

3.3.4 Policies Offered to Employees
MFIs covered in this research reported that they have adopted
multiple workplace related policies and that they offer basic
employee benefits that in some cases exceed regulatory
mandates – for example, some companies offer maternity

- Women and men employees

leave beyond the 98 days mandated by law. However, gender
policies and other enabling policies for women are rare.
•

Four MFIs have policies that mandate equal pay for equal

Below provides an overview of the policies for the eight MFIs

work, ensuring MFIs provide the same salary to men and

that participated and shared information for this study. Note

women employees. However, employees highlight that

that not all MFIs shared the relevant documents with the

in some cases employees with different backgrounds and

research team. There may be some cases where the MFIs have

experience are hired for the same role and paid the same

over-reported.

amount, which causes resentment among more experienced employees.

General workplace policies:
Family friendly policies:
•

All MFIs have an HR policy document that covers basic
rules and guidelines for the workplace and general employ-

•

Only one MFI reported having a formal flexible working

ment terms and conditions. However, in some cases, the

policy; however, discussions with employees revealed that,

policy is either directly adopted from the international

in practice, managers of most MFIs provide flexibility to

parent company and not adapted for the local context or

employees on a case-by-case basis, though this can often

is too rigid to be applicable to the varied needs of the head

lead to favoritism and preferential treatment. Additionally,

office and branches.

many companies have been forced to adopt additional
flexible working policies due to the COVID-19 pandemic and

•

Although all MFIs surveyed have an employee code of

resulting stay-at-home mandates.

conduct in place, only four (two of the large MFIs and two
of the medium-sized MFIs) have a committee in place that

•

Employer supported childcare is rare among MFIs. Only

periodically develops and reviews rules related to workplace

one reported that they provide childcare facilities, and only

standards, ethics and compliance, and gender bias.

at the head office. MFIs noted high costs, space constraints,
and other competing strategic and operation requirements

Policies promoting gender equality:
•

as reasons for the lack of support.

While a few MFIs have processes that implicitly encourage

•

All MFIs reported they have adopted policies compliant

gender equality, only two MFIs have a specific gender

with the legal requirements for maternity and paternity

equality policy, and only one of the larger MFIs has a

leave, through which women are entitled to 14 weeks (98

gender equality policy adapted to the Myanmar context.

days) of paid maternity leave, whereas men are entitled to

Many in management considered that gender was already

15 days of paid paternity leave. However, during the research

sufficiently integrated into existing HR policies, and some

it was noted that some additional benefits tended to be

MFIs have some provisions for gender equality in the code

limited to staff at head office.

of conduct. They are not, however, particularly extensive,
and do not address many key areas important for a gender
policy to tackle, such as those outlined in this report.
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Figure 19: Employee Grievance Reporting and Usage

Is there a way to report employee
grievances or complaints in your company?
Men

Women

69%

59%

20%

27%

Have you ever used the employee
complaints or grievance process?

11%

13%

83%

4%

14%

11%

86%

3%

Yes

No

Don't Know

Source: Employee Survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

Anti-harassment policies:
•

“ Yes, there is a grievance policy in place and we
were informed about it in the orientation. At
Head Office, we report to the HR manager, but I
do not know the process at the branch level.”

All MFIs reported that they have anti-bullying and sexual
harassment and whistleblower policies. However, field
employees at two MFIs were not aware of any policy, and

- Women and men employees

discussions with management at a few MFIs suggested that
the sexual harassment content used for workshops is mainly
adopted from global sources with no specific contextualization for local conditions and sensibilities.
•

Only four MFIs reported that they have a formal grievance mechanism, and only two have a committee in place
to accept and investigate employee grievances. Moreover,
only sixty-one percent of employees in rural areas and 39
percent of employees in urban areas in these MFIs reported
that they are aware of the grievance mechanism. Some
employees indicated they were uncomfortable using the
grievance mechanism. In most cases employee grievances
Image: Proximity Designs

are reported to and managed informally by the immediate
supervisor, which can potentially create challenges for
employees when the immediate supervisor is the source of
the grievance.
A complete list of relevant policies held by participating
MFIs can be found in Appendix 6.2.
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“ Women employees try to avoid taking
leave, they prefer to manage both work and
household, and we try to support them by
allowing one to two hours off from work
without deducting any salary.”

Table 2: Employee Attendance and Absenteeism (2019)
Type of leave

Share of employees
taking leave
(Jan to Aug 2019)

Average no. of
days leave taken
(Jan to Aug 2019)

Medical leave

46%

3

Causal leave

7%

4

Holiday leave

45%

3

Other leave

6%

6

- Senior Management, MFI (male)

3.3.5 Benefits Provided to Employees
A higher share of women employees take leave compared
to men, especially medical and casual leave. Employees
are eligible for different types of leave, including medical, casual,

Source: HR Data from each MFI

holiday and other leave. Medical and holiday leave are the two
types of leave most often taken by employees, as indicated

Employees are satisfied with the maternity and paternity

in Table 2. Discussions with employees revealed that women

policies of MFIs, and 97 percent of women and 100

employees often take ‘medical leave’ for medical reasons other

percent of men have returned from such leave in the past

than their own, with one women employee highlighting: “I

three years. While all MFIs abide by the regulation on parental

have to take leave when my son is unwell, as my in-laws and

leave, some also offer additional benefits to employees such as

my husband operate the family business which requires them

additional weeks of unpaid leave, a breastfeeding room for new

to be at the shop.” Leave data highlights that although fewer

mothers, provisions to bring the child to the office if required,

men take casual leave, they take it for twice the number of days

provisions for resting rooms, or onsite childcare facilities.

compared to women. “Men are very impulsive in taking leave. In

However, when MFIs were asked if there were any special

cases of personal reasons, they take time off from work rather

provisions or benefits for returning mothers, most senior

than balance it with work,” mentioned one HR manager.

management and HR respondents stated that although they
are open to providing support, there is no special provision

HR managers interviewed observed that women employees

currently. Overall, in 2019, 2.7 percent of women employees

are expected to multi-task – managing both household and

took maternity leave, compared to 1.7 percent of male

professional responsibilities – and take leave only when it’s

employees who took paternity leave.

important and unavoidable. An employee at a medium sized
MFI confirmed this: “Women employees take leave when it

“ I would suggest that a new mother gets
more duration for maternity leave; it should
be six months as per government jobs. This
will be helpful, as a new mother will be able
to give sufficient time and also join back with
better efficiency.”

is impossible to manage both work and family. Sometimes
we have also witnessed that women employees take leave,
but due to their sincerity they come to work for some time
and try to complete their work to the extent possible.” Similar
behavior was validated by the management personnel at four
other MFIs. A senior manager at one large MFI said they are

- Employee, MFI (female)

planning to introduce some innovative leave mechanisms for
employees such as ‘lend a leave’, ‘split my holiday’ and ‘comboleave’,67 which would allow employees to share leave with their
colleagues and also combine different types of leave.
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Figure 20: Trends for Maternity and Paternity Leave

No. of days
permitted
by law

Maternity leave
98 days

Paternity leave
15 days

No. of women who
took maternity leave
in the last 3 years

No. of men who took
paternity leave in
the last 3 years

535 Women

291 Men

No. of women who
returned after
maternity leave in
the last 3 years

No. of men who
returned after
paternity leave in
the last 3 years

516 Women
97% returned

291 Men
100% returned

“ The capacity-building of women employees is
not so important because they may leave the
organization soon to take up a different job or
due to marriage or childbirth or some family
responsibility.”
- Senior Manager

although training is organized, they arrive late or leave early
because of family responsibilities and therefore miss sessions.
One male senior manager described training opportunities
for women leaders: “Some of the women in our leadership
and senior teams have recently been part of exposure visits
and attended leadership training recently in an international
location”
Source: HR data from each MFI

Only two participating MFIs said that they provide training
Most employees feel that men and women have equal

explicitly on gender equality,68 and only 32 percent of men and

access to training in their company. Training typically covers

27 percent of women stated that their employer provides some

skills development for junior employees and leadership training

sort of training on the importance of gender equality. Seventy-

for managers. Much training is outsourced and standardized

four percent of all respondents indicated that they have never

across MFIs. Training focuses on technical skills such as credit

attended gender equality training, with the share slightly higher

appraisal, credit management, marketing management, family

for women respondents at 80 percent. FGDs revealed that

budgeting, communication, and client management. Although

gender equality perceptions are largely based on information

training is made available to all employees, no special consid-

disseminated during employee orientations and/or policy

eration is given to women and their ability to attend. During

changes/rollouts, rather than being formed at dedicated gender

discussions with women employees, some mentioned that

equality training.

Figure 21: Employee Perception – Access to Training
Do men and women have equal
access to training in your company?
Men

85%

Does the company provide training on the
benefits and importance of Gender Equality?

7% 8%

32%

38%

30%

Yes
No

Women

88%

27%

5%7%

Source: Employee Survey, n= 1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)
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44%

29%

Don't Know

A higher share of women stated a lack of time for skills

percent indicated that they left work early for the same reason.

development, indicating a real or perceived need for addi-

These shares were higher for men at 44 percent and 12 percent,

tional skills to advance at the workplace. Twenty-seven

respectively.69

percent of women employees surveyed indicated that they
were unable to invest in skills development versus 19 percent of

Childcare responsibilities and looking after elderly parents were

male employees. “After balancing our daily workload and family

the most common reasons cited by employees for taking time

responsibilities we are unable to spend time learning new

away from work, as outlined by one employee at a head office:

skills or attending trainings,” said one woman employee. The

“Most of the time, when my child is unwell, I have to be home.”

survey revealed that it is a greater challenge for rural women

Women in rural areas report higher instances of being late to

employees, compared to those working in the city. Forty-three

work compared to their colleagues at head offices. Forty

percent of rural women employees and 30 percent of urban

percent of women at branch offices reported being late against

women employees indicated an inability to devote time to

37 percent of women working at head offices. This could be due

learning additional skills and undertaking training beyond their

to the absence of domestic help as one women loan officer

job role.

pointed out: “Typically in urban contexts, employees can afford
to hire domestic help or nannies. In rural areas we do not have

3.3.6 Work Environment

that choice and hence have to fulfill household responsibilities

Home care and family responsibilities affect men and

ourselves.” One male manager added: “I take the day off if I

women employees in multiple ways such as being late to

have to attend to any family responsibilities, rather than

work, having to leave early, distractions during working

showing up late to the office or leaving early.” A higher share of

hours, and unplanned leave, among others. Thirty-nine

men (57 percent) indicated they take the day off compared to

percent of women employees indicated that they were late

women (43 percent) when they need to attend to family and

to work because of responsibilities at home, while another 8

household matters.

Figure 22: Home-Care Responsibilities Affecting Work
44%

Sometimes late for work

39%
19%

Do not have time for skill development

27%
12%

Sometimes have to leave work early

8%
10%

Sometimes distracted at work

6%
9%

Sometimes have to take time off work

4%
5%

Sometimes unable to take on additional work responsibilities
3%

Source: Employee Survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)
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Men

Women

Table 3: My company is a good place to work for women/ men with family care responsibilities
Women respondents

Men respondents

Large MFIs

Medium MFIs

Small MFIs

Large MFIs

Medium MFIs

Small MFIs

Strongly agree

29%

26%

20%

37%

19%

24%

Agree

48%

42%

47%

45%

54%

43%

Neutral

12%

21%

23%

14%

21%

25%

Disagree

10%

8%

9%

3%

6%

7%

1%

2%

1%

2%

0%

1%

Strongly disagree

Source: Employee Survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female). Question varied to match the gender of respondent.

Irrespective, a majority of respondents, men and women, agree

Figure 23: I feel safe at work

that their company is a good place to work for employees with
family care responsibilities. However, there is an increase in the

51%

share of ‘Neutral’ responses in small MFIs compared to large

55%

MFIs, which indicates that a higher share of respondents do not
believe that their company is a good place to work for people
with family care responsibilities. This, in turn, indicates that
smaller MFIs need to strengthen their policies to ensure that

23%
20%

their employees are able to balance work and home care

15% 14%

responsibilities.

7%

9%

Although the majority of respondents indicated that
they feel safe at work, 10 percent do not feel safe, and

Strongly
Agree

a further 15 percent are neutral among both men and
women. A higher share of men and women employees in rural

Agree

Neutral
Men

Disagree
Women

4% 2%
Strongly
Disagree

areas reported feeling unsafe. “There have been a few incidents
Source: Employee Survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

during collection when the client does not want to pay the
installment and gets aggressive. In these incidents it feels
unsafe to go alone and interact with clients and I find it easier

Nineteen percent of women employees and 17 percent

when my male colleague is with me,” stressed one female loan

of men indicated that they felt unsafe while traveling to

officer. While senior management across MFIs emphasized that

and from work. Women employees in urban areas especially

the safety of all employees is their priority, they admitted that

indicated that they feel unsafe traveling to and from work, with

ensuring the safety of female employees at the branch level

20 percent of employees mentioning it. Additionally, 19 percent

is a bigger challenge since their roles require higher external

of men and 20 percent of women were neutral in their views.

engagement and interactions with clients.

Discussions with employees revealed that this neutral opinion
was because these employees had never experienced any issues
around safety in the past, but did not deny that safety was a
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concern for them. One woman branch manager highlighted the

Eighty-four percent of women employees and 83 percent

risks she faces: “I have to take public transport to come to work

of men employees surveyed agree that company policies

and it takes me a long time. The bus is crowded during peak

and work environments support fairness and equality

hours and it is a hassle to find space. It is also unsafe as my

for employees in their company. However, 78 percent of

purse got stolen.” A woman branch manager also had concerns:

employees expect the sector to do more to further improve

“The branch is close to my house and I do not have to travel far.

inclusion and equality for employees. Most employees in FGDs

However, when I have to visit the head office for any training,

said that they are happy at their workplace, and seventy-four

I feel more comfortable if a male employee also comes along.”

percent of women and 75 percent of men employees indicated

Women employees, especially at the branches, also had safety

that they feel safe at work. However, 10 percent of respondents

concerns when carrying cash, as highlighted by a woman loan

said that they do not feel safe, and a further 15 percent were

officer: “I have to carry cash from one location to another on a

neutral among both men and women employees.70 “I have to

daily basis. It is very risky, especially when I am alone, and I have

be careful what I say to some of my colleagues and managers,

to cross rural areas.”

as I feel they may take advantage of something I share with
them, and it may create problems for me in the office,” said one
woman employee. Employees acknowledged the efforts taken

Table 4: I feel safe traveling to and from work
Women
Rural

Urban

by management to promote fairness and equality, including the

Men
Total

Rural

Urban

establishment of an anti-harassment policy, additional benefits

Total

Agree

60.6%

60.3%

60.5%

62.6%

68.0%

64.5%

Neutral

20.9%

19.4%

20.3%

17.6%

20.3%

18.5%

Disagree

18.5%

20.3% 19.3%

19.8%

11.7% 16.9%

for women returning from maternity leave, and workshops on
gender equality and equal opportunities for employment and
promotion. However, some indicated that in addition to these
benefits, they would like the company to provide skills development or higher education support, advanced training on finance
and financial services, exposure visits to learn global best prac-

Source: Employee Survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

tices, and training on networking and market expansion.

Figure 24: My company’s policies and work environment

Figure 25: My company can do more to promote

supports fairness and equality for employees

equality among men and women employees

Men

Women

31%

52%

24%

60%

Men

14%

Women

13%

25%

17%

Strongly
Agree
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

53%

61%

Agree

19%

Neutral

Source: Employee survey | n = 1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)
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20%

Disagree

4. Research Findings: Women Clients – the
Opportunity for MFIs
4.1 OVERVIEW OF GENDER
DIFFERENCES AMONG CLIENTS OF MFIS

4.2 USE OF MICROFINANCE IN
MYANMAR

Microfinance is a crucial means of access to finance for women

Figure 26: Number of loans disbursed 2017-19

in Myanmar, and women make up the majority of clients of

(Number in millions)

surveyed MFIs. Over 90 percent of group loan clients and 61
percent of individual loan clients of MFIs surveyed are women.

0.05

0.11

Consistent with wider industry trends, group loans are the

0.13

predominant lending model adopted, with loans used primarily
for business and agriculture purposes.
1.9

Although women make up the majority of MFIs’ clients, this

2.02
1.48

does not mean that microfinance is serving all of their needs.
Women reported that they were still unable to access sufficiently large loans – and given that they often do not have

2017

access to other formal forms of finance, this can lead to them

# of Group Loans

either taking loans from multiple MFIs, or resorting to informal

2018

2019 (Aug)
# of Individual Loans

high-interest lenders.

Source: Portfolio data from each MFI. Includes loans to men and women.

There are opportunities for MFIs to more effectively account

Group loans continue to dominate the loan portfolios of

for the needs of their predominantly female customer base by

participating MFIs, accounting for 92 percent of the total

updating their processes and product offerings. Additionally,

number of loans disbursed in 2019. Since the inception of

providing additional non-financial support to customers has

microfinance in Myanmar, like other developing countries, the

the potential to increase their successful loan repayment, and

sector has focused on the group lending model. The model’s

create further opportunities for lending.

group guarantee has been an important element for women
borrowers, a client segment that accesses microcredit as a first

This research collected data from 482 women clients from

step toward financial inclusion, and group loans have continued

across the surveyed MFIs to understand borrowing practices

to dominate MFIs’ portfolios, with target customers generally

and client perceptions about the role of gender in needs,

being women. Group loans are a critical point of access to

processes, and usage of loans.

formal financing for local communities – MFIs in Myanmar
have penetrated rural markets through these loans, and to
spread the group savings model they have generated valuable
social capital, incentivizing borrowers to monitor and moderate
the financial behavior of their peers within microfinance groups.
Microfinance allows under-served women to access capital to
meet their domestic expenses including healthcare and education or to start or expand a small business or enterprise. For
MFIs surveyed, the group size for loans ranged from five to 10
members, and although most group loan clients are women,
four MFIs had started including men in groups to make up
numbers.71 In this situation, a maximum of two men were
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Although most group loans disbursed by surveyed
MFIs are to women, the share drops significantly to 61
percent for individual loans. MFIs typically identify potential
Image: World Bank

borrowers for group loans by identifying households that may
need credit, and initiating marketing outreach to the women in
the households. This approach, and the traditional focus of the
MFI sector on women borrowers, has resulted in a high number
of women in the group loan portfolio, consistent with global
allowed per group of five members. The inclusion of men is also

microfinance trends.

perceived by MFIs to bring improved financial management to
the group, reflecting widespread stereotypes that men tend

Figure 27: Percentage of clients by gender

to have better financial management skills. This was explained

(in 2019 – up to August)

by a branch manager: “A male member in the group brings a
different perspective in decision-making and also shares his

5-10%

knowledge of financial management.”

39%

The findings of the study indicate that the needs of women
borrowers are changing, with 83 percent of women borrowers

90-95%

indicating that they require more credit than the ticket sizes

61%

available through group loans. MFIs have recognized this need
and have started focusing on developing and offering individual
loans to women borrowers. While individual loans allow MFIs
and borrowers more flexibility in terms of the amount and

Group Loans

purpose of loan, individual loans are riskier for MFIs as they

Men

do not have the security of group loans and require MFIs to
undertake more comprehensive credit assessment and risk

Individual Loans
Women

Source: Client data from each MFI

management measures.

Although the proportion is lower than for group loans, there
Between 2017 and 2019 the share of individual loans of the total

are still more women borrowing individual loans than men,

MFI loan portfolio rose from 2 percent to 8 percent by volume.

with many borrowers also being existing group loan borrowers.

While group loans are expected to continue to remain the

This indicates a propensity to provide larger loans to male

primary lending model, MFIs are increasingly looking to provide

borrowers, as they are more likely to run larger businesses,

higher ticket sized individual loans to clients to fulfil the demand

more likely to own assets, and more likely to operate larger

for more capital, with plans to increase the share of their indi-

farms than female borrowers. Men borrowers of individual

vidual loan portfolio in the near future. This was confirmed by

loans, in contrast to women, are often first-time clients of MFIs,

a senior manager at a large MFI: “In the last two to three years,

and have commonly never been part of a group loan. Individual

we have focused on increasing the enterprise individual loan

loans are, on average, three times larger than group loans, as

portfolio, and today it accounts for one third of the total loan

illustrated in Figure 29. Further, a focus on providing existing

portfolio, an increase from 10 percent two years back. Going

clients with individual loans has helped MFIs to reduce the

ahead, we plan to continue this trend and also introduce new

overall rejection rate from 12 percent for women and 17 percent

products, with an objective to increase the share of enterprise

for men in 2017 to 8 percent for women and 9 percent for men

individual loans to 50 percent.”

in 2019.
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The average ticket size of individual loans to men and

Although the average loan ticket size has increased, interac-

women is below Myanmar kyat 2 million ($1,390), well

tions with women clients reveal that the ticket sizes available

below the permitted limit of Myanmar kyat 10 million

are still not enough to meet their needs, which forces them to

($6,950).72

take loans from multiple MFIs. Although the average loan size
offered is well below the permitted limit of Myanmar kyat 10
million, MFIs struggle to provide larger ticket sized loans due

Figure 28: Cumulative Number of Borrowers:

to borrowers’ lack of credit history; they are also constrained

Individual Loan (in ‘000s)

by legal restrictions on collateral and interest rates. Many also

81.4

do not increase their loan sizes due to limited in-house risk
management knowledge and capacity. Given that women

67.7

borrow from multiple MFIs and have demonstrated an ability
to repay, there is an opportunity for MFIs to adopt innovative
credit assessment tools to verify their creditworthiness and

52

29

to offer higher ticket size loans to eligible borrowers. A key

41.3

example of this would be for MFIs to develop credit scoring
methodologies based on expert credit scoring models, whereby

18.2

a series of questions are asked about the borrower, their busi-

2017

2018

ness, and their perceived reputation within the community.

2019

Well-developed scoring methodologies can help MFIs profile

Women

Men

their borrowers in the absence of collateral or credit bureaus.73

Figure 29: Average MFI Loan Ticket Size

Despite these limitations, the perception among MFI employees

(in Myanmar kyat million)

is that microfinance is having a positive impact on women in
Myanmar. Ninety-one percent of women employees and 87

1.6

percent of men employees surveyed believe that microfinance

1.3

products and services contribute to women’s empowerment.
1.5

1

Employees often referred to the high number of women clients
as an indicator of the importance of gender equality to their

1.2

company. Multiple senior management personnel also echoed

0.9

this sentiment, and one male employee stated: “Gender is definitely very important for my company, in fact over 90 percent of
our clients are women, and there will always be more women

2017

2018

2019

clients than men.” Senior management at a few MFIs were
aware of some common criticisms of the microfinance sector

Women

Men

as a whole,74 but they believed that their company was offering
clients a better alternative to borrowing from informal money-

Standard Conversion Rate
(1 MMK= 0.000695 USD)
MMK (in million)
USD

2017

2018

2019

lenders and pawnshops, a view held by one Managing Director

1

0.9

1.3

1.2

1.6

1.5

695

625

903

834

1,112

1,104

(MD): “Yes, we charge 2.4 or 2.5 percent a month, however,
pawnshops charge multiple times this interest rate, so just by
virtue of offering an alternative, we are having an impact.”

Source: Client Checklist as reported by each MFI participating in the research
study
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Image: World Bank/ Hong Sar

4.3 PRODUCTS OFFERED BY MFIS

Figure 30: My company’s microfinance products and
services contribute to women’s empowerment

Seven MFIs surveyed offered individual and group loans for
business. Four MFIs provided individual and group loans for
Men

43%

44%

11%

agriculture, while one MFI only provided group loans for
agriculture. Personal loans were also provided by a few MFIs.
Besides these income-generating loans, only three MFIs indicated that they offer personal loans for purposes such as home

Women

38%

53%

8%

improvements, education and health. Only one MFI indicated
that they offer a distinct loan for education purposes.

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Besides credit products, other financial products, such as
savings and hire purchase-lease loans, were also reported to be

Source: Employee survey, n=1,623 (626 Male, 997 Female)

provided to clients by these MFIs. While seven MFIs indicated
that they offer a savings account to individual loan borrowers,

There was a lack of concrete evidence among surveyed MFIs to

six also reported that they offer the same facility for clients

demonstrate the positive impact of MFIs on women customers,

taking group loans. Hire purchase-lease loans were only offered

with only three out of the eight participating MFIs reporting

by two MFIs.

that they undertake impact assessments.75 Moreover, these
assessments tended to focus mostly on counting the number
of female clients, rather than measuring the level of impact on
those women customers; some of the parameters included
in these assessments are share of clients in rural areas, share
of female borrowers, and loan disbursement time. There was
little examination of the effect of access to finance on women’s
socio-economic status, well-being and educational outcomes,
and agency.
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Figure 31: Loan Offerings of MFIs
Sr. No

Large MFIs

Medium sized MFIs

Small MFIs

Business Loans
Agriculture Loans
Personal Loans
Education Loans

Source: Client Checklist

Figure 32: Share Of Business and Agriculture Loans in

Senior managers at MFIs said that there has been an increasing

the Total Individual Loan Segment

demand for personal loans – which are loans that do not result
in any kind of income generation for the borrower, such as
education loans and medical emergency loans. This has led
some MFIs to design and introduce specific products including

Business loans and
agricultural loans account for
over 90% of the outstanding
portfolio of individual loans

education and medical emergency loans to meet the needs
of borrowers.76 This was highlighted by a senior manager at a
large MFI who said: “We realized our clients’ needs for expenditure for purposes such as health and education, in addition
to business expenses. Based on this observation, we have now
customized our solutions, allowing borrowers to use the loan

Source: Client data from each MFI

for general consumption purposes.” It is likely that the need
The portfolios of participating MFIs are dominated by

for medical loans will be more pressing given the COVID-19

income-generating business, and agriculture loans.

pandemic, and resulting costs for many households.

Business loans constitute more than half of the total individual
loan portfolio of MFIs. In 2019 48 percent of male borrowers

However, for the most part other personal loan products such

and 64 percent of women borrowers took business loans

as education, home improvement loans are rarely offered in the

for financing needs related to their enterprises. Four of the

sector. Three MFIs reported that they offer personal loans and

surveyed MFIs offer loans for agriculture purposes. Discussions

seven MFIs offer savings accounts as part of their loan products.

and analysis indicate that men take more agricultural loans

Many MFIs recognize that their established client base presents

than any other type of loans – one of the MFIs has a 95 percent

them with an opportunity to expand customer segments and

male borrower rate in their agriculture loan portfolio. Women

offer multiple products such as working capital, emergency, and

on the other hand tend to take business loans mainly to meet

health loans, as well as savings and investment products. “We

the day-to-day expenses of their enterprises, or to fulfill other

recently launched a voluntary saving product. It is not a loan

credit needs related to the household.

product and for this we go house to house to gather information. We mainly target our existing clients,” mentioned one
senior manager.
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Likewise, non-financial services were only infrequently

common reason for non-payment, particularly for group

offered by surveyed MFIs. Only two MFIs offer value-added

loans. The COVID-19 epidemic, and the lockdowns mandated

services such as business training and technical advice, although

in early 2020, had a negative impact on the NPLs reported by

these services were highly valued by women customers.

MFIs. Most institutions have had to restructure their loans,
postponing the repayment dates to allow clients the ability to

Most MFIs reported that the number of NPLs are the

repay in a longer period of time. This, together with a slowing

same for men and women, between zero and one

economy will have an impact on the overall NPLs for the sector,

percent.77 Some of the most common reasons for defaults

the magnitude of which is not yet clear. Likewise, it is unclear

in repayment include business losses due to seasonal varia-

what the effect of further lockdowns in Myanmar will be on

tions, household emergencies (education, marriage, medical

NPLs, though early evidence suggests that the impact on small

expenses, death) and a lack of market linkages. Willful default

firms has already been considerable, with over three-quarters

due to a lack of proper financial management which resulted

of firms reporting a reduction in sales in October.78

Image: World Bank

in unplanned expenditure was also reported by MFIs as a

Case Study: ModusBox

other services from a single access point - typically a

ModusBox, a provider of integrated payments, banking,

banking or mobile money agent. This is particularly

and enterprise systems for financial institutions, has

important for female customers, who whose mobility is

partnered with leading MFIs and UNCDF in Myanmar

generally more limited than men’s, and are less likely to

to design and implement an industry-owned interoper-

own a smartphone

able platform using the open source payment software

ModusBox and UNCDF have so far on-boarded six MFIs

Mojaloop. The platform allows MFIs to integrate their

and two bank-led mobile wallet providers, and are

core banking systems, which will greatly improve the

working to accelerate uptake across the wider microfi-

user experience of microfinance, allowing clients to

nance sector in Myanmar.

access loan disbursement, repayments, transfers and
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4.4 OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES FOR
MFIS IN MYANMAR

•

Lack of digitization. Myanmar is a largely cash-based
economy, so MFIs’ lending operations are focused on
in-person engagement. Loan officers typically spend long

Although MFIs have played an important role in bridging access

hours collecting and counting cash and disbursing cash to

to formal credit for women borrowers, senior management

new customers. Additionally, internal processes and systems

identified a number of challenges in expanding their businesses

remain paper-based. Recognizing the potential to digitize

in Myanmar. While these operational challenges are not specific

internal and external operations, particularly during the

to women customers, given MFIs’ predominantly female client

COVID-19 panemic, many MFIs are initiating efforts to digi-

base any restrictions on the industry’s growth disproportion-

tize lending and forging partnerships with mobile operators

ately limit women’s access to financial services.

to pilot mobile money disbursements. “We eventually want
to phase out cash management to a large extent,” was a

•

Concentrated geographical presence.79 The majority of MFIs

future goal stated by a senior manager. Additionally, efforts

are located in Yangon, Ayeyarwady, Mandalay and Bago,

to introduce digitization through preparatory interventions

limiting access to financial services for women who live

such as financial literacy trainings are also being initiated.

in other parts of the country. To address this the Financial
Regulatory Department has ceased awarding licenses for

Branch managers at MFIs indicated that women borrowers

operations in Yangon and other nearby states/regions to

often have a limited understanding of the risks associated with

mitigate the risk of credit oversupply. A senior management

borrowing, and a limited knowledge of good accounting prac-

member expressed this concern: “Market saturation is a

tices, managing budgets, and investing. While some MFIs offer

concern for the MFI sector today. Most MFIs are concen-

financial literacy training to clients, it is mainly product-focused

trated in urban areas, particularly around Yangon Region.“

and does not improve clients’ financial knowledge. Similar findings were also reported in the World Bank 2018 study, Enhancing

•

Lack of funding. MFIs in Myanmar lack sufficient funding,

Financial Capability & Inclusion in Myanmar, which highlighted

which impacts their ability to provide products and meet

that the financial knowledge of women in Myanmar was 15

customer credit demands. The funding which is available

percentage points lower than men in the country.

from international investors comes at a substantial cost,
which reduces profitability for MFIs, a view expressed by a

While the number of women accessing credit through MFIs has

senior manager: “Lack of funding to support the growth and

grown, it has largely been short-term credit. MFIs are primarily

expansion of MFIs has increasingly become a challenge for

focused on providing a few standardized and select types of

our sustainability.”

products, forcing many women borrowers to rely on informal
money lenders, especially in times of emergencies. Such reli-

•

Lack of information. Available information about the lending

ance often exposes women borrowers to over indebtedness

process is inadequate and women are often unaware of

and higher financial distress due to the predatory practices

how to apply for a loan. In addition, most applicants have

of money lenders and pawn shops that charge high interest

little or no formal credit history, making it difficult for MFIs

rates. Informal lenders customize the repayment time and also

to assess their suitability. Although some MFIs have started

provide a top-up loan (i.e. an additional amount on top of the

to share client information with each other, there has been

existing loan) to attract women borrowers. However, they

little progress in this area, as stated by the CEO of one MFI:

charge an additional fee to offer such services, which further

“With no credit bureau in place we cannot verify informa-

increases the burden of repayment.

tion on borrowing and spending. Often there are instances
when men in the family may be borrowing from one MFI
and ask their wives to borrow from another MFI. Without
information sharing we cannot identify this trend.”
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4.5 DEMOGRAPHICS OF WOMEN
CUSTOMERS
Although women clients had diverse demographic

Only 10 percent of women clients had a bachelor’s degree

profiles, the typical client was married, middle-school

or higher, and almost none of them had received any formal

or high-school educated, and over the age of 40 years.

education or training in the sector of their business. They mainly

Sixty-one percent of clients identified as business owners and

operated family businesses and/or businesses based on a tradi-

had borrowed from the MFI for business needs. Most busi-

tional skill sets that they had learned socially – such as food

nesses operated in the food and beverages (36 percent) and

processing and textile manufacturing. Clients from urban areas

textiles (26 percent) sectors. Other sectors included consumer

had higher educational attainment; however, lower individual

goods, healthcare, and livestock rearing.

monthly incomes were recorded.

Figure 33: Sectors of Business Operations of MFI Clients
41%

38%
29%
22%
16%

5%
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Agri-business

13%
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Textiles

3%
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2% 1%
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Rural

2%
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Wood and
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1%

15%
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3%
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Tourism

Other

Urban

Source: Client survey data, n = 482 (Rural 281, Urban 201)

Figure 34: Education Level of Clients Surveyed

Urban 1%

Rural

2%

15%

41%

29%
None

36%

36%
Primary School

Middle School

Source: Client survey data, n = 482 (Rural 281, Urban 201)
Note: Total Urban Responses 201; Total Rural Responses: 281.
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Sixty-five percent of clients surveyed were above the age of
40 years, including 30 percent who were above the age of 50
years.80 The majority of borrowers are long-standing customers
of MFIs, with 53 percent accessing credit since before 2017.
Fifty percent of respondents had a monthly household income
of less than one million Myanmar kyat ($695).81 Seventy-two
percent of rural clients indicated having a household income in
Image: World Bank/ Tom Cheatham

the range of one million to ten million Myanmar kyat annually
($695 to $6,950); while 75 percent of urban clients indicated a
lower monthly household income, in the range of 200,000 to
one million Myanmar kyat ($139 to $695), and were served by
medium-sized and small MFIs. Some 90 percent of clients had
individual or joint ownership over at least one fixed asset, with
the most common high-valued assets being a house, followed
by land, jewels, and motorbikes.

Figure 35: Age Bracket of Clients Surveyed

Urban 1% 4%

Rural

2%

12%

12%
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13%
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22%

20%

13%

26 to 30

17%
31 to 35

29%

12%
36 to 40

32%
41 t o 45

46 to 50
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Source: Client survey data, n = 482 (Rural 281, Urban 201)
Note: Total Urban Responses 201; Total Rural Responses: 281.

Figure 36: Monthly Household Income of Clients Surveyed (in MMK)

Urban

Rural
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38%
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Source: Client survey data, n = 482 (Rural 281, Urban 201)
Numbers do not add up to 100 percent due to rounding off.
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4.6 WOMEN’S USE OF MICROFINANCE

•

Relationships with loan officers. As loan officers are typically
from within the community or surrounding areas they are

Sixty-seven percent of clients surveyed indicated that

able to establish close relationships and a good rapport with

MFIs were their only source of formal credit. Discussions

women borrowers. Most clients stated that loan officers

with clients revealed multiple reasons for preferring MFIs as a

are supportive, easy to approach, and frequently contact

source of credit compared to other sources such as informal

them to explain loan terms, repayment schedules, and other

moneylenders, pawnshops, banks, and non-banking financial

details. One client said: “Loan officers come to the village

institutions (NBFIs). Reasons included:

and explain the entire process to us. They give us all the
details regarding eligibility terms, repayment rules and other

•

Pride at being associated with a formal process. Clients

regulations for loan takers. We trust them and are comfort-

mentioned that dealing with informal money lenders and

able dealing with them.” Many loan officers are women,

pawnshops for credit often involved hard negotiations and

which gives added comfort to clients, although a few clients

exposed them to unscrupulous practices and insults. They

expressed that they prefer men loan officers who can be

found the formal processes of MFIs comforting, and appre-

more flexible when it comes to repayment schedules.

ciated the trust and empathy of loan officers compared to
moneylenders, a sentiment voiced by many clients: “We

•

Ease of process compared to banks. Women are restricted from

prefer to take loans from MFIs compared to pawn shops as

accessing loans from banks due to stringent regulations

it does not affect our pride.”

regarding pre-requisite documentation. Often, women
cannot provide collateral such as land, buildings, security

•

Lower cost of capital compared to moneylenders and pawnshops.

papers, or deposits, which are mandatory supporting docu-

Additionally, MFIs charge standardized interest rates,

ments for bank loan applications. A perceived complexity in

which was a key reason for clients to borrow from them.

processes, loan terms and long turnaround times also deter

According to one woman borrower: “Moneylenders charge

women from approaching banks for loans. These senti-

very high interest rates and we could not afford to take

ments were expressed by a client: “We don’t know much

loans. Since I have started borrowing from the MFI, it is

about bank loans and don’t have the collateral to show. The

much easier to get loans at a lower interest rate.”

microfinance group loan is more suitable for us.”

Quick turnaround time. Clients across MFIs indicated an
average time period of one week for the disbursement
of loans after submitting their loan application, which is
quicker than many other formal providers of credit. MFIs
verify the documentation submitted by applicants and visit
their household or place of business before approving the
loan. This quick turnaround was mentioned by one client:
“If all our documentation is complete, loan officers come
within a week to check our shop and approve the loan.”

Image: International Finance Corporation

•

However, clients mentioned that they depend on money
lenders or pawn shops in times of emergencies.
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Figure 37: Share of Clients Borrowing from Multiple
Sources, by Geography
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Image: Proximity Designs
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Many clients are borrowing from multiple MFIs, with
50 percent of clients surveyed having borrowed from

Source: Client survey data, n = 482 (Rural 281, Urban 201)

two or more. The practice of borrowing from multiple MFIs is
more prevalent in rural than urban areas. Thirty-five percent of
clients in urban areas had borrowed from two or more MFIs,

A higher share of clients from small MFIs had borrowed from

compared to 61 percent of clients in rural areas. Clients indicated

multiple sources. While the range of household income for

that the need for higher capital often forces them to borrow

clients from medium-sized and small MFIs was the same, a

from multiple MFIs, as highlighted by one client: “I do not get

higher share of clients (53 percent) from small MFIs indicated a

sufficient money to meet my financial needs through a single

household income of below one million Myanmar kyat ($695),

group loan so I borrow from other MFIs as well.” Limited sharing

suggesting the need for capital is higher among these borrowers.

of information among MFIs, especially in rural areas, enables this

Clients from large MFIs have comparatively higher monthly

practice of clients borrowing from multiple sources to continue.

household incomes and 58 percent only borrow from one MFI.

Table 5: Share of Clients Borrowing from Multiple MFIs, by MFI Type
Large MFIs n = 107

Medium sized MFIs n = 100

Small MFIs n = 275

From one MFI

58%

66%

41%

From two MFIs

36%

23%

46%

From three MFIs

5%

10%

12%

From >3 MFIs

1%

1%

1%

Range of Household income (MMK)

1,000,001 – 5,000,000

500,001 – 1,000,000

500,001 – 1,000,000

Range of Household income (USD)82

695 - 3475

347 – 695

347 – 695

Source: Client survey data, n = 482,
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Figure 38: Other Sources of Credit Used by MFI Clients
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4%
2%
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3%
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Others
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Source: Client survey data, n = 482 (Rural 281, Urban 201)
Note: Includes multiple responses. Numbers do not add up to 100 percent due to rounding off.

Other sources of credit include family members, friends, pawn-

Similarly, for agricultural loans, most clients stated that they

shops and money lenders. Besides MFIs, 31 percent of clients

used the loan to buy seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides, as well

reported that they had taken a loan from other sources and the

as to meet other daily expenditures. Clients indicated that

responses of 41 percent indicated that family and friends were

although they use the loans for house repairs, education, health

the most common sources of money. The dependency on pawn

and other personal expenditure, they need more money for

shops and money lenders is higher in rural areas compared to

non-business related expenses, as emphasized by women

urban areas. Credit from NBFIs is a more common alternative

borrowers: “MFIs should allow more flexibility in the loans. We

credit source after MFIs for clients living within city areas.

have diverse needs, beyond expenses related to our business
for which we would like to use the MFI loan.” The demand for

Business and agriculture loans are the most common

more general purpose loans and emergency loans was repeat-

loans taken, although clients also borrow for educa-

edly highlighted during several discussions. Eighty-three percent

tion, home improvements, health and other personal

of clients surveyed cited the need for higher loan amounts to

uses. Business loans were mostly used for expenses related

meet these diverse needs along with spending beyond business

to working capital and day-to-day operations, as stated by

or agriculture-related purposes.

one client who manufactured traditional handicrafts: “I supply
bulk orders to a local trader in the city and get payments after

Table 6: Share of Types of Loans Taken, by Location

weeks. I need capital to procure the raw materials in the meantime.” During the FGDs, a few clients who had taken individual

Type of Loan

Rural

Urban

Business Loan

57%

93%

mentioned by one client who manufactured food products: “I

Agriculture Loan

38%

1%

used to operate from my house. With the new loan I built a

Education Loan

2%

2%

small shop and now I have more storage space.”

Home Loan

2%

1%

Car or Motorbike Loan

0%

2%

Home Improvement Loan

0%

2%

Personal Loan

1%

0%

business loans indicated that they had invested the money in
asset creation and the expansion of their businesses. This was

Note: Columns add up to hundred.
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Although women are more commonly the direct recipi-

used, while a few women said that they have complete control

ents of loans, husbands and other family members play

over the use of the loan although they need their husband’s

an important role in decisions around borrowing and

permission to borrow. “Women have to take permission to

usage of loan amount. Fifty-four percent of clients indicated

borrow, but we can handle the loan money by ourselves,” was

that the initial decision to borrow money was taken together

the response of one client. Clients indicated that their husbands’

with their husbands. Despite MFIs not requiring collateral, most

involvement over the stages of borrowing, utilization and

loan applications require the submission of property registration

repayment diminishes progressively, with sixty-three per cent of

documents and, in most cases, the property is registered in the

women borrowers solely responsible for keeping track of repay-

name of the male family member. This was, confirmed by a

ment schedules. It is noted that other studies have found that

client: “My husband and I discuss together before applying for

women sometimes have little or no control over their loan, with

a loan as the property is in his name and his signature is also

the husband or male family members making all decisions.83

required.” Fifty percent of clients indicated that after discussions with their husbands they decided how the loan would be

Table 7: Women’s Participation in Decision Making
By myself

Together
with husband

Along with
household members

Decision to borrow money

32%

54%

14%

Manage and spend money

29%

50%

21%

Keep track of repayment

63%

27%

10%

% of respondents indicating
methods of decision making

Source: Client survey, n = 482
Note: Rows sum up to 100.
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4.7 EVOLVING NEEDS OF WOMEN
CUSTOMERS
In addition to providing access to finance, clients expect
MFIs to provide business and technical advice. Clients indiImage: Early Dawn Microfinance Co., Ltd. / John Rae

cated that they face diverse challenges related to their business.
Limited market access, a lack of business networks and assistance, and the dual burden of household responsibilities were
the most common factors that restrict the scale and growth
of businesses, as revealed by the survey and in FGDs. Twentythree percent of business-related challenges faced by women
clients were related to access to markets and another 17
percent were related to a lack of business networks. According
to one client: “I run a textile business and in the village there is
not much demand. If I can reach markets in Yangon where the
demand is higher, I will be able to expand my business.”
Clients mentioned that they reach out to loan officers for ques-

products better, how do I improve packaging? In these areas they

tions, clarifications, and assistance particularly for inputs on loan

cannot give much support.” Most MFIs do not have provisions

utilization and business operations. However, this assistance

for formalized post-disbursement support as part of their overall

is mainly informal and limited in scope. One client who ran

loan offering. The need for formalized support with value-added

a jewelry shop said: “Loan officers try to help us as much as

services such as business training, financial management, and

possible. But sometimes I need help to understand specific

investments was voiced by many clients during discussions.

business-related questions – for example, how do I market my
Figure 39: Preferred Change in MFI Offering
83%
73%

46%

39%
30%

Increase loan
amount

Reduce interest Reduce processing
rate
time

Open more
branches

Source: Client survey, n = 482
Note: Includes multiple responses
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Have more
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Case Study: Zigway
Zigway is a fintech company based in Myanmar which, through its mobile application, provides customers with direct
access to cheap, flexible loans via their phones. While consumers of nano loans are Zigway’s primary target, its platform
supports MFIs in removing the burden of administering small loans (for example credit risk assessment, disbursement, and
repayments). Zigway also supports banks with their technological and operational know-how to support them to downscale into the lower segments of the market.

Figure 40: Diverse Needs of Women Borrowers

A few MFIs have recognized the demand for non-financial
support and are initiating efforts to better meet the needs of
their clients. For example, one medium-sized MFI is starting
to experiment with providing business support and technical
advice alongside loans offered to borrowers. One small MFI is
also providing customized, technical support to its clients who
are engaged in agricultural activities.

Processes
• Digital payments
• Higher access points
• Lower interest rates

Services
• Business support
• Technical assistance
• Financial training

Clients also expressed that they would like MFIs to
increase the loan ticket size and lower interest rates.
Eighty-three percent of clients were looking for higher loans
from MFIs to meet multiple needs. While loan ticket sizes
increase over loan cycles, clients feel they are still insufficient.

Products

This view was expressed by a client: “We often borrow from

• Different types of savings & personal loans
• Small & large production loans
• Emergency loans
• Pensions
• Remittance & transfers

different MFIs as loans from only one MFI are not adequate
enough. If MFIs increase the amount of loan sizes we do not
have go to more MFIs.” A further 73 percent of clients surveyed
expressed a preference for a change in interest rates for better
affordability of loans. “Even though MFIs charge much lower
interest rates than money lenders, decreasing the interest rates
will reduce our repayment burden,” was a view voiced by clients
in multiple discussions.
MFIs have begun to recognize the evolving needs of
clients and some MFIs have started to explore and pilot
newer products. The increasing intention to introduce diverse
financial services and innovative products was evident from
senior managers, including a CEO, who said: “We recently have
introduced a voluntary saving product and starting this year
we want to increase our savings-to-loan ratio to about 20
percent.” Some MFIs have already started piloting new products, processes, and services.
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“ We are now migrating to a call banking
system and trying to digitize our channels and
processes. We eventually want to phase out
cash management to a large extent. At the
moment we are entirely cash-based with some
pilots starting with KBZ Pay doing about 600
transactions per month. We are starting a pilot
with another payment service provider as well.
But the process of phasing out cash will take at
least two to three years.”
.-Senior Management, MFI (Male)

Acknowledging the need for greater flexibility, three MFIs
provide clients with the ability to take personal loans. Other
MFIs are considering introducing general purpose loans that

Case Study: Mother Finance

can be used as clients see fit. One senior manager has already

Mother Finance provides consumer loans through a

made these changes: “We received feedback from our women

digital lending mobile application that automates the

borrowers that they would like more cash for different personal

underwriting process in real time using thousands of

consumption purchases. We will be changing the rules to

alternative data signals. Anyone with a smartphone in

allow this.” The demand for education loans from both older

Myanmar can apply for an unsecured loan and receives

clients (for their children), and younger clients (for themselves)

a quick credit decision, regardless of their financial

was repeatedly expressed in multiple discussions. Only one

history. Aiming to offer easy and customized loans to

MFI reported including an education loan in their portfolio.

borrowers, Mother Finance helps customers to access

However, senior managers across MFIs expressed a keen

finance and build digital credit histories for financial

interest to introduce such loans and loans to help clients in

identities, over time. Mother Finance is working with

times of emergencies, for example through medical emergency

MFIs to leverage credit histories and alternative data

loans. Women typically shoulder the responsibilities of the

signals to offer higher loan amounts.

household, particularly caring for children and the elderly, and
emergency loans could be especially useful for them. One senior
manager explained: “I think that the emergency loan will be a
good addition to cater to women’s needs.”
To improve processes, MFIs are beginning to adopt digitization
in both their internal and external operations. Myanmar is a
largely cash-based economy and the transformation to using
mobile money requires collaboration and partnerships with
various stakeholders. Senior management at MFIs stated that
this transition was a key aspect of their future growth and
expansion and ongoing pilots in partnership with mobile service
providers are underway at selected branches. A key factor for
MFIs adopting digitization is client’s willingness to use it. One
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“ From global MFI experience we know that when we invest in women, there is a multiplier effect with
improvement visible in education and nutrition levels, and health outcomes, among other things. It is a
surplus return from the investment that is important for sustainable development.”
-Senior Management, MFI (Male)

woman client was keen to embrace innovation saying: “We

higher amounts. Discussions with women clients revealed a

want to learn how to use mobile banking because this would

demand for tailor-made financial services, including flexible

save us a lot of time.” Almost 60 percent of women clients have

credit, savings, health insurance, pensions and remittances.

access to a smartphone, and about 60 percent of them have

MFIs are beginning to recognize that bundling products is a

used mobile money in the last 12 months. However, in many

way to reduce risk and that providing a wider range of financial

cases, a mobile phone is shared with other family members, so

services for women has the potential to empower them.
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may not always be accessible for women.
Senior managers at MFIs also pointed out that the absence of
Evolving needs, borrowing patterns, and the high

a credible credit bureau limits their ability to offer higher loan

demand for credit builds a strong business case for

amounts. The group lending model operates on the trust and

MFIs to develop more targeted products and services.

confidence established between the borrower and the credit

Products that bundle financial and non-financial services,

provider over multiple credit cycles. Due to a lack of base data

especially for women clients, have the potential to improve

on credit worthiness and credit history the risks to provide

women borrower’s access to higher ticket-sized individual

larger loans in the first or second loan cycles remain high.

loans. Clients are looking for higher amounts, and the average

Financial technology, using alternate data to develop credit

ticket size of individual loans offered is well below the regulated

frameworks and scores, is being piloted in Myanmar and senior

ceiling; however, risk perceptions deter MFIs from providing

managers at MFIs have shown an interest in exploring this.
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5. Recommendations
The microfinance sector has the potential to have a significant

this research, companies have shown a willingness to under-

impact on gender dynamics in Myanmar given the high number

stand and address gender gaps, and capitalize on the business

of women employed in the sector and the predominantly

benefits of gender equality. This section provides practical

female client base. A more consistent focus on including

guidance to companies on how to promote gender equality in

women, both as employees and customers, could help MFIs to

their workforce, as well as through their client engagement in

be more responsive to the needs of women employees, attract

Myanmar. This includes a series of business cases as an illustra-

and retain talent, improve operational efficiencies, innovate,

tion and example for MFIs operating in Myanmar.

introduce products to better suit client needs, expand market
reach, and increase profitability.

There are a series of strategic recommendations for MFIs,
broken out into three categories: promoting women as leaders,

While companies that participated in this research have a

supporting women as employees, and more effectively reaching

high participation of women in their workforce and a large

women as customers. In addition to these, there are a number

proportion of women borrowers, there are still concrete

of specific recommendations that should be considered by

opportunities for MFIs to gain operational and market benefits

leaders in MFIs, and by the industry more widely.

from implementing gender smart strategies. By participating in

5.1 WOMEN AS LEADERS
5.1.1 Implement policies to increase the promotion of women to leadership positions
The Gender Gap

Key Internal
Stakeholders

Women make up 60 percent of the workforce of the MFIs surveyed, but only 34 percent of senior
management.
• Senior management
• Human resources
Companies that have more gender diverse leadership have been demonstrated to be more effective,
particularly in a sector that caters predominantly to female customers.
MFIs, depending on their specific internal and geographical structures, should consider policies,
mechanisms, and incentives designed to increase the promotion and retention of female staff.
These could include, but are not be limited to:

The
Opportunity
for MFIs

• Develop career pathways for female employees to move into senior management positions – Introduce
mentoring programs and in-depth training programs for leadership roles or provide education loans to
help talented women employees develop skills that help them become effective leaders. This may include
the following:

• Implement an effective performance management system – set clear performance objectives and
measure employee performance to ensure that decisions relating to promotion and pay are fair and
accurate.
• Consider board composition – board diversity brings firms better performance and financial outcomes
when at least 30 percent of the board are either male or female, yet women are often underrepresented
on MFI Board of Directors. Seek diverse candidates outside of existing networks by using gender sensitive
recruitment and interview processes to ensure the opportunity reaches talent beyond the profile of your
existing board.
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• Gender sensitive recruitment – review and adapt company recruitment processes so that they are
inclusive for men and women. Ensure all job advertisements are written to encourage both women and
men to apply for all positions, especially when the advertised role is traditionally considered to be a man or
woman’s job. Diversify recruitment sources and expand efforts to reach qualified candidates outside the
company’s traditional reach. Promote company benefits that support families to work and manage their
family responsibilities and ensure that the interview process is not gender biased.
These could result in:
The
Opportunity
for MFIs

• Increased profitability: Improved gender equality at the leadership level is correlated with improved
performance, increased profitability, and greater investor confidence.
• Improved decision making: A gender-diverse leadership enables organizations to develop stronger
accountability and improved governance practices.
• Increased investor interest: Increasingly, global investors are adopting a gender lens and are expecting
companies to be more transparent in their efforts to build gender-equal leadership teams.
• Improved leadership team function: Gender-diverse teams tend to perform better than homogenous
teams.
• Improved community relations: Gender equality in leadership is also correlated with improved
community relations.
Example of Potential for Impact

Country
Global

Other examples

Challenges

Organization
Journal of
Banking and
Finance

Description
A cross country study
of 329 MFIs in 73
countries looked at the
relationship between
female leadership,
firm performance, and
corporate governance.

Result
The conclusion of the study is that in an industry
that largely caters for female customers, female
leadership is likely to improve MFIs’ financial
performance:
• Female CEOs of MFIs are positively related to
higher financial performance.
• Female directors are also positively related to
higher financial performance.

An ILO research study that surveyed 13,000 enterprises globally demonstrated how gender diversity at
the top improves organizational performance and increases profitability, showing that enterprises with a
gender-inclusive culture are 9 per cent more likely to have improved business performance.
• Conducting in-depth and accurate internal institutional diagnostics, as well as designing balanced and
effective policies.
• Cultural norms preventing women from progressing, for example making relocating to advance to a higher
staff position more difficult for women.
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5.2 WOMEN AS EMPLOYEES
5.2.1 Introduce gender-sensitive policies and practices
The Gender
Gap
Key Internal
Stakeholders

• Policies across most participating MFIs were not tailored to meet the needs of female employees.
• Although most MFIs have adopted basic anti-discrimination policies, dedicated gender policies and other
enabling policies for women are rare.
• Senior management
• Human resources
MFIs are already employing many women within their organizations. By not enacting policies to retain them
and promote them internally to higher positions, they are:
• Wasting talent and human resource efforts;
• Incurring human resource costs due to staff turnover; and
• Experiencing productivity losses.
MFIs should consider:
• Policies and practices to support and promote gender equality - review company policies and practices to
ensure they reflect the business’ commitment to eliminating gender discrimination and promoting inclusion
for all regardless of race, ethnicity, religion, gender identity, sexual orientation, marital status and age. These
might include:
○ Gender sensitive recruitment and promotion;
○ Childcare support and family friendly policies such as flexible working;
○ Respectful workplace policies to prevent and address workplace bullying and sexual harassment;
○ Employee grievance mechanism; and
○ Equal pay for equal work.

The
Opportunity
for MFIs

• Training and development - offer training for all employees as part of induction or part of their ongoing
learning and development program, to raise awareness of the benefits of gender diversity and inclusion.
Training programs may include:
○ Gender equality – while several MFIs offered gender equality training, few programs were tailored
to the Myanmar context. Companies should adapt and deliver relevant material which includes the
business benefits of gender equality.
○ Family friendly workplace policies and benefits – clearly communicate the company benefits available
to support working parents or those with care responsibilities. This can help increase staff retention
and enhance the company’s reputation as an employer of choice for working families.
○ Respectful Workplaces – train employees to prevent and address bullying and sexual harassment in the
workplace, to handle client aggression and prevent sexual abuse and harassment in MFI operations.
○ Customer service training – train client facing staff on how to better serve women clients and promote
a respectful workplace culture in all client interactions.
○ Training men and women in non-traditional jobs - provide on-the-job training opportunities for
men and women to learn skills that can help them secure positions in non-traditional roles in MFIs.
Consideration should also be given to ensure that training programs are arranged at a time and
location that is accessible for all male and female staff.
• Introduce childcare support services: implement support for childcare within employee benefits framework.
Some initial and low resource intensive interventions that may be introduced include review and
communication of family friendly work policies and facilitation of information sessions for new parents.
Flexible work arrangements to help employees balance home-care responsibilities and their work are highly
sought after by Myanmar employees.
• Measure employee satisfaction – conduct regular, sex disaggregated employee satisfaction surveys to
measure employee engagement and proactively address issues.
These efforts could benefit MFIs from a variety of angles:
• Improve the retention of female staff;
• Improve productivity and satisfaction of staff, and reduce absenteeism; and
• Improve MFIs’ reputation, and increase investor interest.
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Example of Potential for Impact
Country
Myanmar

Organization
IFC

Description
Respectful Workplaces – Exploring the cost of
bullying and sexual harassment to business in
Myanmar.
A 2019 study designed to explore
workplace bullying and sexual harassment
in businesses in Myanmar conducted
through a mixed primary and secondary
methodology, collecting information from
956 participants through a combination of
surveys, FGDs, and KIIs.

Result
The study estimated that a Myanmar
company can be expected to experience
a 14 percent loss in productivity as a
result of bullying and sexual harassment
in the workplace.
• While absenteeism contributed slightly
to this loss, the study found that
presenteeism (where someone is at
work but not operating to their full
capacity), was the strongest driving
factor.

Changing company culture and norms can be a gradual process, and some staff can be resistant.
Challenges

It requires investment and concerted effort by companies in order to achieve the long-term result of greater
staff engagement, satisfaction and retention.
Additional challenges have also emerged due to the COVID-19 pandemic, such as increased customer and
client aggression.85

5.3 WOMEN AS CLIENTS
5.3.1 Accelerate digitalization efforts

The Gender
Gap

Key Internal
Stakeholders

• MFIs in Myanmar operate on a physical lending model with almost completely cash-based transactions.
• MFIs are highly dependent on loan officers who engage with clients directly throughout the lending
process from the sourcing of loans to repayment.
• Women in Myanmar are less mobile than men and would be more likely to benefit from branchless and
faster banking transactions.
• Sales, risk credit, business and operations units
• IT and technology teams
• Senior management
MFIs in Myanmar are already aiming to digitalize their operations. An additional benefit of this
digitalization is they will be more able to successfully cater to the female client segment.
These efforts could benefit MFIs from a variety of angles:

The
Opportunity
for MFIs

• Better sourcing of loans, delivery of financial literacy, disbursement of loans, and repayment collections.
• With data-driven market intelligence, MFIs can better target clients.
• Shifting toward digital payments will allow MFIs to service clients faster, more efficiently, and at lower
costs.
• Key benefits of digital transactions for women borrowers include convenience, security, improved
customer service and the creation of a digital footprint.
Digitalization has also become increasingly crucial during the COVID-19 pandemic, where movement is
more restricted and access to mobile payments enables business continuity without the need to travel.
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MFIs could enable ecosystem digitization in partnership with other stakeholders such as value chain
aggregators, retailers and payment partners. Key considerations include:
The
Opportunity
for MFIs

•
•
•
•
•

Identifying opportunity sectors for digital financial services;
Identifying transactions to digitize;
Identifying products and services that could be digitized;
Identifying which technologies are ideal for digitizing value chains;
Develop customer service solutions that support clients in using digital solutions, including training, real
time posting of transactions;
• Using transaction data to assess and provide credit to end customers; and
• Instituting monitoring and evaluation for effectiveness of product and impact created.
Example of Potential for Impact

Country
Kenya

Other
examples

Challenges

Organization
Musoni
Services86

Description

Result

In 2009, Musoni Services
launched Musoni Kenya,
the first 100 percent
mobile microfinance
institution, which now
reaches over 40,000
customers in Kenya.
In 2013, Musoni’s loan
officers started using a
mobile application form
on a tablet rather than
paper.

• This new app supported client onboarding, loan
creation, business appraisals, and report viewing
improving loan officers’ productivity by 68 percent
(through increased caseload).
• Using mobile devices also triggered an
organizational change, as data entry clerks were
promoted to field officers; digital information
replaced paper forms; and digital photos of client IDs
replaced photocopies of national IDs.
• Efficiency improved as a result, with loan application
forms shrinking from 11 to two pages, and loan
turnaround time dropping from 72 to six hours.

• FINCA Tanzania, an MFI which reduced operational costs and improved the customer experience by
launching a mobile banking channel, FINCA Mobile.
• Diamond Bank, Nigeria worked with Women’s World Banking to develop BETA, a savings account that
can be opened in less than five minutes, making its services accessible and relevant to low-income
women customers who subsequently became a valuable market segment for the bank.

• While direct engagement with borrowers helps build trust and confidence in MFIs, the lending process is
a cumbersome exercise for loan officers and involves high costs.
• While digitalization of both internal and external operations has the potential for improved operational
efficiency, a shift to digitized payment and mobile banking involves behavioral change requiring training,
time, and investment.
• Levels of mobile ownership and digital literacy are often lower for women.
• There is a lack of data and information on access to and use of digital financial inclusion in Myanmar.
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5.3.2 Tailor financial products and services for women

The Gender
Gap

Key Internal
Stakeholders

• Group loans account for over 90 percent of total loans disbursed by MFIs surveyed and are the primary
product offered to borrowers.
• Women are more likely to be recipients of (lower value) group loans, rather than (higher value) individual
loans.
• Women are more likely than men to enter into informal lending, due to family emergencies (taking care
of elders and children).
•
•
•
•

Product team
Sales and operations
Research and insights
Marketing

Women are already the primary target market of MFIs in Myanmar. However, the majority of MFIs in
Myanmar offer traditional, standardized loans with little or no customization to the needs of women, or
consideration of the requirements of women in different segments such as women entrepreneurs with
high potential businesses, women in different age groups, and women with families. MFIs should consider
offering a wider range of financial products, including, but not limited to:

The
Opportunity
for MFIs

• Diversify product and services: Design and adapt products and services based on market and customer
needs.
○ This study identified an opportunity to introduce products that allow women greater economic
independence and flexibility in personal spending for purposes such as education and health
and emergency loans. It is also important to consider the differentiated service needs of women
borrowers and delivery models to better reach women SMEs.
○ Business loans specifically designed for the entrepreneurial needs of the economic sectors most
likely to be woman led.
○ Pre-approved, amount bound, emergency or fast loans for current clients who have already been
credit checked.
○ Savings products designed to allow women to cover maternity expenses.
○ Microinsurance products against business and/or household shocks.
• Conduct a market assessment to understand the market and customer – regularly assess the market
to evaluate the impact of current products and service offerings and identify areas of opportunity. A
robust assessment will enable better informed design of products and services. Given the evolving
needs of borrowers, market evaluation will allow MFIs to better understand customers – such as the
key constraints facing different groups of women borrowers, the areas of financial services that remain
underserved or unserved and how to be responsive to future trends.
• Diversify product and services: Design and adapt products and services based on market and customer
needs. This study identified an opportunity to introduce products that allow women greater economic
independence and flexibility in personal spending for purposes such as education and health and
emergency loans. It is also important to consider the differentiated and varied service needs of women
borrowers and delivery models to better reach women SMEs.
• There would be value in MFIs in Myanmar conducting detailed monitoring and evaluation of their impact
on women customers, which would help to further refine processes and product offerings.
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Example of Potential for Impact
Country
Global

Organization
Freedom from
Hunger

Description
In 2006, Freedom from
Hunger started with five
MFIs — Bandhan (India), CARD
(Philippines), CRECER (Bolivia),
PADME (Bénin), and RCPB
(Burkina Faso) — to explore
whether it was possible to
design and offer health-related
products and services that could
have a positive social impact for
clients while also being practical,
cost-effective, and even
profitable for MFIs.

Result
• Integrated microfinance and
health protection products can be
inexpensive for MFIs.
• Health protection products have
the potential to enhance MFIs’
competitive advantage.
• The value of health protection
products to clients and their
communities can exceed their cost,
resulting in impressive net social
value creation that contributes
substantively to an MFIs’ social
mission.

Other
examples

• Habitat for Humanity and MasterCard Foundation in Kenya and Uganda turned housing microfinance
into a mainstream offering, mobilizing over $43 million in capital and reaching over 237,000 people,
demonstrating a demand for housing microfinance among families or individuals earning as little as $5 a
day.
• FINCA Kosovo’s Loan for Women Entrepreneurs in Business and Agribusiness offers tailoring to specific
business cycles, a tailored repayment structure, and competitive interest rates, helping to drive a 16
percent customer base expansion in just a few months.
• FINCA Afghanistan launched women-only bank branch offering women-tailored small business, microbusiness and agriculture financial products. Within a few months this reached 800 active clients, with
$376,000 loan value distributed.
• In 2006, Freedom from Hunger launched with five MFIs, offering health-related products and services
that delivered social impact while also being profitable for MFIs.

Challenges

• Fully understanding and segmenting the needs of women clients across the various geographies of the
MFI.
• New product design, including revisions of credit policies, risk management, and delivery.
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5.3.3 Tailor non-financial services for women
The Gender
Gap

Key Internal
Stakeholders

• Only two out of eight MFIs surveyed offer targeted non-financial services to female clients.
• Business and financial advice provided by loan officers is not sufficient to satisfy the specific needs of
female customers.
• Women are more likely to benefit from non-financial services and training.
• Sales and operations
• Research and insights
• Marketing
This research has shown a demand for a variety of non-financial services, from business management to
financial training.
MFIs can design and deliver non-financial services specifically tailored to the needs of their female clients,
such as generic and sector-specific training and business advisory to women clients segmenting their needs
by other factors such as size of business. This support will equip clients with new business skills and help
them scale up their businesses and other income generating activities.
While MFIs can provide such services as standardized offerings, tailor made, needs-based offerings can also
be explored. Service delivery channels should also be adapted to better reach women borrowers. This may
include a mix of service delivery channels, including through branch, via mobile phone, or online.

The
Opportunity
for MFIs

Support could include, but is not limited to:
•
•
•
•
•

Business management training;
Mentoring and networking activities;
Accounting;
Marketing; and
Financial management, for example financial diaries.

Business support and training can be most effective for women-owned businesses when combined with
‘soft skills’ training, such as digital literacy, time management, leadership, separating business and home
finances, and others.87
These non-financial services have the potential to transform clients’ business performance, increase their
income generation, as well as improve their financial management skills, which will in turn make them
more reliable and lucrative customers for MFIs.
Example of Potential for Impact
Country

Organization

Indonesia

ILO88

Description

Result

The PROMISE IMPACT program focused on helping
financial institutions (FIs) to offer bundled financial and
non-financial services to female micro entrepreneurs.

• 46 percent increase in
clients who prepare
a cashflow to record
financial transactions.
• 9.6 percent increase
in clients who have a
business plan.
• 7.2 percent reduction
in late loan payments.

3,333 clients from 13 FIs received training and
counselling from loan officers who were trained
by certified ILO master trainers. Besides providing
training and counselling services for clients, the
managers of FIs participated in Making Microfinance
Work training courses.

Challenges

• Most MFIs do not have the internal capacity to design and deliver specialized business and financial
training.
• Designing and delivering this training is often perceived as not cost-effective by MFIs.

55

5.4 ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR THE SECTOR

•

Strengthen the role of credit bureaus: The government along
with the support from MFIs and development sector agencies could strengthen the involvement of credit bureaus in

•

•

Public leadership: Leaders in MFIs should share the business

the lending process. Credit bureau can play an important

benefits of gender equality with employees using public

role in enabling access to information across MFIs, which in

forums such as townhalls and company communications,

turn can ease the credit assessment process and ensure that

highlighting that gender diversity is a strategic priority both

clients do not borrow from multiple MFIs and compromise

within the workforce and in client facing activities.

their ability to pay back the loans.
•

Implement a robust performance management system: MFI

Build infrastructure to promote innovative financial technology

senior management should set clear goals linked to the key

for lending to low income segments: With increasing mobile

performance indicators of employees. This is critical for the

phone ownership, there is need for MFIs to partner with

long-term success and buy in of activities promoting gender

financial technology companies and develop a universal

equality.

method of digital payments. The setting-up of test markets
to prototype and access an expert pool of advisors is needed

•

Develop a Myanmar specific guidance note for designing gender

through supportive policies and regulations. An industry-

equality assessment framework: MFIs along with the relevant

level incubation unit could be beneficial for MFIs focusing

government bodies and global experts could design and

on innovative solutions for lending to the low income and

develop a gender equality assessment framework that

rural segments.

guides all MFIs in their efforts to mainstream gender in
•

their companies. Further, this framework could measure

Initiate nationwide financial literacy campaigns to instill confi-

the performance of MFIs against each other and industry

dence among rural borrowers: It is important that MFIs along

benchmarks.

with the government take initiatives to improve the state
of financial literacy across low-income women and men
borrowers in rural areas. Moreover, an extensive behavior
change campaign across rural regions, either through
government departments or specialized private agencies,
can enable increased financial literacy and growth in MFI
lending among the borrowers.
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6. Appendix
6.1 THE MICROFINANCE LANDSCAPE IN
MYANMAR

banks and MFIs to address inadequate technical capacity and

The microfinance sector, historically dominated by international

Despite fluctuations in the number of MFIs operating in

non-governmental organizations in Myanmar, has been experi-

the country, the sector has grown considerably when

encing dramatic growth and transformation in the past decade,

measured by assets and lending. Between 2011 and 2015, the

bolstered by government initiatives such as the National

number of registered MFIs increased from 120 to 256, mainly

Strategy for Poverty Alleviation and Rural Development (2011)

due to low capital requirements, which the barriers to entry.

and the Strategic Framework for Rural Development (2013).

The sector then witnessed a drop in numbers, settling at 176 in

The enactment of the Microfinance Law in 2011 also served

December 201890 before recovering to 181 by March 201991 (as

as an important milestone to promote microfinance in the

of July 2019, it was 189). This decrease was mainly due to MFIs

country by establishing a statutory framework and supervisory

giving up their licenses due to increased regulatory pressures

body called the Myanmar Microfinance Supervisory Enterprise

and reporting requirements. As of now, the largest MFIs in

(MMSE). The MMSE was tasked to review license applica-

Myanmar are all INGOs (or they originated from one), or foreign

tions, set up accounting, supervise MFI operations, and carry

lenders (see Figure 41). The market is concentrated, with 18 key

out field inspections. In 2014, the MMSE was subsumed into

MFIs controlling around 80 percent of assets. Some of them

the Financial Regulatory Department under the Ministry of

include ACLEDA, ASA Microfinance Aeon, DAWN Microfinance,

Planning, Finance and Industry (MoPFI) – the current regulator

Fullerton, LOLC, PGMF, Proximity, Sathapana and Vision Fund.

financing in the sector.89

of the microfinance industry. The establishment of a legal
framework also allowed development institutions and donor

From 2016 to 2018, the sector witnessed a threefold increase in

consortiums to provide further technical and financial support

the loan outstanding value, with an average growth rate of 16

– institutions such as the Asia Development Bank (ADB),the

percent per quarter (i.e. Myanmar kyat 276 billion in Quarter 1 of

Livelihoods and Food Security Trust Fund (LIFT), the United

2016/2017 to Myanmar kyat 773 billion in Quarter 3 of

Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF), the United States

2017/2018).92 Over the same period, the number of active loan

Agency for International Development (USAID), and the World

accounts increased progressively from 0.95 million to 2.8 million.

Bank and IFC have been contributing toward the development

This growth was driven by a widening of the geographical

of the MFI sector in Myanmar through their projects. IFC’s work

presence of MFIs, and has significantly driven financial inclusion

includes providing advisory services and financial investment for

in the country.

Figure 41: Number of MFIs Operating in Myanmar, by Type (as of March 2019)
256
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176

1% 3%
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Foreign MFI
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NGO
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Joint Venture

Figure 42: Growth in Microfinance Market
Growth in MFI loan portfolio
(in MMK billions)

Growth in number of MFI accounts
(in MMK millions)
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Source: Finmark Report 2018

IFC contributes to the sector through targeted invest-

•

Agricultural Loans: These loans include monthly interest

ments, as well as advisory support. Access to more

payments, with a provision where farmers can repay after

investments, and access to affordable debt can reduce the

selling harvests.

cost of financing for institutions, which strongly benefits the
sector, and its ability to expand to more clients across different

•

segments and geographies.

Enterprise Loans: Mainly offered to small and medium
enterprises to meet their working capital needs, with a
maximum loan size per customer of Myanmar kyat 10

6.1.1 Products and Services

million (about $6,950). Larger international MFIs plan to

Group loans dominate MFIs in Myanmar, although there

increase their enterprise loan portfolio in the near future.

has been increasing interest in the provision of individual
loans in the recent past. While group loans are given to a

•

Hire-purchase: Only a few MFIs offer micro-leasing

collective of four to five members with a maximum loan size of

through hire purchase products, as Myanmar still lacks a

Myanmar kyat 10 million (about $6,950 ), individual loans are

regulatory and licensing framework for leasing. Most of

given to a single borrower with the same size cap. The group

the MFIs that offer hire purchase loans94 provide credit for

lending model mitigates risks for the MFI providing uncollater-

agricultural equipment.
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alized loans as the burden of repayment is shared collectively.
Group loans rely on the trust of all group members that creates

•

Insurance: MFIs do not offer insurance as a financial

a “social guarantee” as members are responsible to the MFI, as

service, although with the upcoming approval of the new

well as to their co-borrowers.

MFI Law, it is expected that MFIs will be allowed to act as
agents of insurance and micro-insurance providers.95

Both of these lending models offer products that are designed
to support income generation, usually through business and

•

Garment Worker Loan: This product is offered by

agricultural activities. There is limited differentiation in the

VisionFund Myanmar as a new loan product for garment

products of MFIs and no products have yet been designed to

factory workers, funded by LIFT.

specifically meet the needs of women clients. Some of the key
products offered by MFIs are:

•

Others: Other products and services offered by MFIs
include education and medical emergency loans, voluntary
savings products, and value-added services such as business
training and technical advice. However, such products are
only offered by a limited number of MFIs.
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6.1.2 Regulations

MFIs have generally focused on growing the number of

The MOPFI regulates and supervises the microfinance industry

borrowers because they have been constrained by the regulation

through its Financial Regulatory Department. There are two

around deposit taking and a regulatory floor on interest rates

types of MFI licenses:96

for savings (14%). Until late 2016, MFIs had not been allowed
to take voluntary savings of more than 5% of loan value from

•

Deposit-taking: Allowed to use deposits from clients to

borrowers (“members”). Although this has since been lifted in

finance lending operations. The paid-up capital requirement

late 2016, MFIs are still limited to taking deposits only from their

is Myanmar kyat 300 million (about $20,850).

borrowers, and not from the general public. MFIs who wish to
take voluntary deposits have to apply for a separate deposit

•

Non-deposit-taking: Allowed only to provide loans from

taking license, which mandates a minimum requirement of two

own funds. The paid-up capital requirement is Myanmar

consecutive years of profitability and operation for a minimum of

kyat 100 million (about $69,500).97

three years. As of December 2019, only 17 MFIs out of 189 operating in Myanmar are deposit taking.

Typically, MFIs initially receive a one year temporary license; a
full license is granted after they meet regulatory review stan-

A number of regulatory measures have also been taken in

dards. MFIs can offer a maximum loan size of Myanmar kyat

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The regulator issued a

10 million (about $6,950) and are not allowed to accept collat-

forbearance measure to relax the provisioning reequipment,

eral. Since the MFI Law was passed in 2011, there have been

meaning that regardless of overdues, the gross loan portfolio

subsequent regulatory relaxations and developments that have

(including NPLs and restructured loans) will be subject to

allowed the sector to grow. In 2014, a regulation was passed

1% general provisioning only between Apr 1st and Dec 31st.

to allow MFIs to use mobile payment systems. In 2016, another

Additionally, the Financial Regulatory Department issued a

regulation was passed which addressed consumer protection,

Directive on October 27 instructing MFIs operating in Yangon,

over indebtedness, and eased restrictions on MFIs by allowing

Bago and Rakhine regions to stop all collections and interest

them to provide remittance services.98, 99

accruals between November 2020 and April 2021. Accordingly,
while previous guidance allowed for voluntary collections, the

Some of the key regulations related to the functioning of MFIs

most recent guidance requires zero cash flow coming from

are shown in Figure 43.

borrowers in these three regions for the subsequent six months.

Figure 43: Regulatory Framework for MFIs

The three states that have the highest Covid-19 infection rates
during the second wave and Yangon and Bago regions are the

Capital
• Deposit taking MFIs: MMK 300 million
• Non-deposit taking: MMK 100 million

urban commercial hubs and key portfolio concentration areas
for MFIs that are not serving rural Myanmar. The Directive also
refers to the Myanmar Economic Bank providing 0% loan to MFIs
for liquidity purposes, although the size, individual loan amount,

Loans
• Maximum loan size: MMK 10 million
• No collaterals for any loan products

eligibility and other terms are yet to be finalized.Furthermore, the
government announced two loan schemes for MFIs: (i) MMK100
billion (c. $75 million) fund available for the loans from Myanmar

Interest rate
• Loans: maximum 28% per annum,
2.3% per month

Economic Bank to MFIs with max 11.5% p.a. interest rate (three
years maturity with one-year grace period and extendable); (ii)
MMK100 billion fund available for loans to MFIs, under which

Prudential requirements
• Solvency ratio: 12
• Liquidity ratio: 25%

MEB would lend to MFIs at 1% p.a. a 12-month loan and MFIs
would on-lend to tea shops and restaurants at most 2% p.a.
interest, with terms replicating the underlying loan.

Source: Financial Regulatory Department, Central Bank of Myanmar 2020
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6.2 DETAILED MFI POLICIES FOR EMPLOYEES OF SURVEYED MFIS
The table below provides a summary of the policies active within the sampled MFIs. It is important to underline that these were
self-reported by the MFIs and that the research team did not verify all self-reported policies.
Figure 44: Policies and Benefits offered by MFIs
Sr. No

Employee policies and procedures

Proportion of MFIs

1

Anti-harassment policy

8 out of 8

2

Whistleblower policy

8 out of 8

3

Maternity leave policy

8 out of 8

4

Paternity leave policy

8 out of 8

5

A general HR Policy

8 out of 8

6

Employee code of conduct

8 out of 8

7

Equal employment opportunity

7 out of 8

8

Condolence leave policy / family leave policy

7 out of 8

9

Dress code policy

5 out of 8

10

Equal pay for equivalent work policy

4 out of 8

11

Employee grievance mechanism

4 out of 8

12

Internet/computer use policy

3 out of 8

13

Social networking policy

3 out of 8

14

Flexible work policy

1 out of 8

Sr. No

Employee benefits to promote gender equality

1

Maternity and paternity leave

8 out of 8

2

Vocational leave (for study or learning)

7 out of 8

3

Family leave

7 out of 8

4

Policies that promote gender equality

5 out of 8

5

Grievance mechanism or complaint process

5 out of 8

6

Code of conduct committee

4 out of 8

7

Mentoring program

3 out of 8

8

Childcare facility

1 out of 8

9

Transport services

2 out of 8

10

Staff association

2 out of 8

11

Childcare subsidy

2 out of 8

12

Breastfeeding room

1 out of 8

Source: Information received from each MFI.100
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Proportion of MFIs

6.2.1 Policies for employees at surveyed MFIs

requires. A senior manager at one of the small MFIs stated:

HR Policy. All MFIs have an HR policy document that covers

“Although we promote gender equality and encourage

basic rules and guidelines for the workplace and general

women’s empowerment, having a specific policy is not

employment terms and conditions. However, in some cases,

required as it will overlap with other policies such as sexual

the policy is either directly adopted from the international

harassment and equal pay.”

parent company, and not adapted for the local context, or is
too rigid to be applicable to the varied needs of the head office

•

Equal pay for equal work. Four MFIs surveyed have a policy,

and branches, as emphasized by one branch manager: “The

whereby MFIs provide the same salary to men and women

HR policy is generic and covers most things applicable at the

employees. The salary depends on the performance, skills,

head office level. However, some aspects of the field have to be

and experience of employees. However, employees highlight

treated differently, such as business hours, resource allocation

that in some cases employees with different backgrounds

training, processes to take leave, and frequencies of promotion.

and experience are hired for the same role and paid the same

We routinely have to support our staff and customize these

amount, which causes resentment among more experi-

offerings on a needs basis.” A regional manager reaffirmed this

enced employees, with one HR manager saying: “I often get

view: “The HR policy is basic and applicable to all employees.

complaints from some senior branch managers about not

But, it would be helpful if certain provisions were applied based

getting paid more compared to some of the younger ones,

on locations. For example, flexible working hours for employees

however we have fixed pay scales and salaries are governed

working in remote areas, provisions for temporary branch

by these.” This issue was mainly confined to rural areas where

change to avoid monotony, and opportunities for knowledge

the availability of skilled staff is usually a challenge for MFIs.

sharing.”
•
•

Employer supported childcare. Only one MFI reported that

Code of conduct. Although all MFIs surveyed have an

they provide childcare facilities101 and only at the head office;

employee code of conduct in place, only four (two of the

it was noticed that these provisions were not in evidence

large MFIs and two of the medium-sized MFIs) have a

at the branch offices. Some reasons given by MFIs for the

committee in place that periodically develops and reviews

lack of support include high costs, space constraints, and

rules related to workplace standards, ethics and compliance,

other competing strategic and operation requirements. A

and gender bias.

breastfeeding room and on-site childcare center were only
available at one MFI. A further two MFIs mentioned that

•

Gender Equality. Only two MFIs have a separate gender

they have plans to introduce childcare facilities at their head

equality policy. Of these, only one of the larger MFIs has a

offices. A few employees said that they bring their children

gender equality policy adapted to the Myanmar context;

to work at times if needed. However, such arrangements

the other has a policy that has been adopted from the

are typically infrequent, informal, and allowed on a needs

global parent company without any contextualization for

basis, and are not part of a written policy.

local socio-cultural norms, practices, and legal provisions.
These policies, nevertheless, are exhaustive and promote

•

Maternity and Paternity Policies. All MFIs reported they have

equal participation across levels, provide for staff education

adopted the law related to maternity and paternity leave.

on gender equality, promote non-discriminatory working

During discussions it was noted that although some MFIs

relationships, provide guidelines and procedures for imple-

provide additional benefits to employees across geogra-

mentation and monitoring, set targets and accountability,

phies, such as an extension of leave, special arrangements

and provide requisite resources. In the case of medium-sized

at the workplace, where available, are limited to the head

and small MFIs, provisions for gender equality and women’s

office. In addition, at one small MFI it was noted that there

empowerment are mentioned in the code of conduct. They

is a common employment document which captures details

are not, however, as exhaustive as a dedicated gender policy

on maternity and paternity leave; however, there is no
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6.3 RESEARCH APPROACH

mention of the details related to paid leave, timeframe, and
flexibility to split and apply for this leave before and after

6.3.1 Research Aim and Objective

child birth.

Research Aim 1: Map the current state and understand future
•

Flexible working policies. Only one MFI reported having a formal

trends of the microfinance sector in Myanmar, including its

flexible working policy; however, discussions with employees

supporting ecosystem and any regulatory implications, applying

revealed that, in practice, managers of most MFIs provide

a gender lens.

flexibility to employees on a case-by-case basis, rather than
following an established process of granting approval. This

Research Aim 2: Assess the status of gender equality at the

can often lead to favoritism and preferential treatment, which

workplace in the MFI sector – through a review of employee-

was highlighted by a few employees.

related data and policy documents of participating MFIs, and
understand the perspectives of employees through surveys,

•

Anti-bullying and Sexual Harassment and Whistleblower Policies.

FGDs and individual interviews.

All MFIs reported that they have a written policy on
sexual harassment bullying, and whistleblowers. However,

Research Aim 3: Understand the needs and perspectives of

although HR managers report that the policy exists, field

women borrowers from the point of view of product suitability,

employees at two MFIs were not aware of any policy, and

lending process, and gender impact of the loan. Assess feasi-

discussions with management at a few MFIs suggested that

bility of, demand, and uptake of gender-focused initiatives and

the sexual harassment content used for workshops is mainly

offered products in the Myanmar context.

adopted from global sources with no specific contextualizaResearch Aim 4: Develop profiles of participating MFIs and

tion for local conditions and sensibilities.

assess their operations, collecting sex-disaggregated data from
•

Grievance mechanisms. Sixty-three percent of all respondents

each on leadership, employees, consumers/clients, and commu-

stated that there was a grievance reporting process in the

nity relationships. Profiles also include a benchmarking metrics

company. There was, however, a limited awareness about

framework for each MFI with comparative analysis to industry

the grievance mechanism process and understanding

averages on the above mentioned aspects.

about how to use it among employees, especially at the
branch level where employees at the branch level typically

Research Aim 5: Provide recommendations for an appro-

approach their supervisors directly. This means they are

priate approach and framework for a sector advocacy and

dependent on the willingness and ability of supervisors

learning platform for gender equality. Develop a business

to address their concerns, which can create challenges as

case and strategy for improving gender integration within the

articulated by one loan officer: “Employees at the branch

sector alongside the identification of potential partnerships to

talk to the branch manager if there is a problem, but there

encourage industry-led, targeted interventions.

is no solution if the problem is with the branch manager
himself.” Senior management are aware of the importance

6.3.2 Research Methodology

of grievance mechanisms, with one senior manager stating

The study employed a mixed method approach, relying on both

that his MFI plans to form a grievance redressal committee

a qualitative and quantitative research methodology to analyze

made up of internal and external members. Eighty-five

gender integration in the MFI sector.

percent of respondents mentioned that they have never
used the grievance mechanism, with a few employees in

The study included primary research covering eight partici-

FGDs indicating that they were uncomfortable with using

pating MFIs and secondary research to understand the status

the process.

of gender equality in the MFI sector in Myanmar. Three distinct
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groups were the central focus of the research: leadership in the

Working with a confidence level of 95 percent and a

MFI sector, MFI employees, and women borrowers.

confidence interval of 5 percent for a population of about 3
million MFI borrowers, a sample size of 385 borrowers was

Primary research tools: The research methodology used

targeted. During the project 482 borrowers constituted the

various research tools to collect both quantitative and qualita-

sample size. This sample was stratified across MFIs and

tive data from the participating enterprises and their clients.

geographies in consultation with participating MFIs.

These included
4. Key Informant Interviews (KIIs): Thirty-eight interviews
1.

Employee and Client Checklist: An Excel checklist and

were conducted with HR managers, senior management

data-capture template were used to collect employee

personnel, branch managers, and loan officers at each

and client data from participating MFIs. The information

MFI participating in the study. The KII questions for senior

included sex-disaggregated data on employees in the

management and HR managers were focused on gauging

workforce, recruitment and turnover, and absenteeism.

their perceptions and involvement in promoting gender

Information on existing policies and processes adopted to

equality for employees and borrowers. The KII questions for

ensure gender equality, key benefits offered to employees,

operations managers, such as branch managers and loan

training provided, and initiatives undertaken toward safety

officers, in addition to the above aspects, also focused on

and security at the workplace was also collected. Further,

broader issues relating to gender equality at the workplace.

sex-disaggregated data on the client portfolio including the
5. Focus Group Discussions: Thirty FGDs were conducted

portfolio split by product, number of borrowers, amount of
loan outstanding, and NPL levels was also sought. Note that

with three types of groups: a) male employees of MFIs, b)

such information and data was self-reported by partici-

female employees of MFIs, and c) women clients of MFIs.

pating MFIs and not all relevant documents were shared by

The discussions had three broad objectives: (1) to seek

all MFIs.

insights about their perspectives on gender equality, (2) to
collate experiences about engagement with the MFI, and (3)

2. Employee Survey: An online survey was administered to

to understand needs and demands to further enable gender

all employees through email. The survey was voluntary and

equality.

open to all employees irrespective of seniority, location,
gender or department.102 The questions in the survey were

For the purpose of analysis, the MFIs have been segmented in

related to employees’ perceptions about gender equality in

to three categories based on their size of operations:

their workplace. The survey also aimed to capture employee
inputs on staffing, training, and grievance redressal initia-

•

Large: MFIs with more than 2,000 employees.

tives of the company. A total of 1,623 employees from eight

•

Medium: MFIs with between 1,000 and 2,000 employees.

MFIs participated in this exercise.

•

Small: Fewer than 1000 employees.

3. Client Survey: A paper-based survey was used to collect

Validation workshops were conducted to share initial analysis

data from MFI clients to understand their dependency on

and findings with sector experts and representatives of the

MFIs, amounts borrowed, type of loan product availed, and

participating MFIs. Feedback received from workshop partici-

experience of lending, among other aspects. The survey also

pants was used to refine the analysis.

sought to gain insights about their perspectives on gender
equality.
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