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This research aimed to find out about the gendered social dynamics of Oxfam-partnered Savings
and Loans Groups in Timor-Leste and if they have been successful at either economic or social
development. Led by Monash University academics, a local research team consulted with sex-
disaggregated focus discussion groups in 2015 about their motivations in establishing savings
groups and if men and women had different roles, participation and benefits. A key focus of the
research was any negative impacts on women such as increased work burdens, or any kind of
‘backlash’ as recent research into economic empowerment programs has suggested (Mayoux 2005;
Eves and Crawford 2014; Hughes et al 2015). The research found firstly, that saving and loans
groups were hybrid organisations based on prior networks and indigenous modes of sociality mixed
with introduced microfinance methodologies. Savings groups are very clearly a vehicle for building
economic and social resilience and protection, including for some, a growing sense of agency or
social empowerment. While support for women’s leadership was unanimous, the lack of women’s
leadership of mixed gender groups contradicts this. Strengthening of women’s overall participation
and leadership has the potential to raise the status and empower women but this would require
conscious programming. One of the key findings of this research is that mixed gender groups can
entrench gender discrimination or become networks for building gender equity and understanding.
To build gender equity, strategies for groups are required such as gender balance (critical mass of
women) and effective gender awareness and enabling policies. Both mixed gender and women-only
savings groups do have the potential to empower women but currently few have this agenda and
related outcomes.



