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Abstract
There is an increasing push among development actors to engage men in gender-
focused development efforts. This is also observed in initiatives organizing eco-
nomically poor individuals into groups where members save and borrow among 
each other. This study investigates the influence of male membership on the savings 
group’s profit-generating capacity. Further, the study aims to understand if this rela-
tionship is moderated by the level of gender equality in the country where the group 
is located. Drawing on random effects regression analysis on a sample of data on 
81,853 savings groups from 30 African countries covering the period 2010 to 2017, 
the results show that the group’s profit-generating capacity reduces as the percent-
age of male members increases. Further, gender inequality in the countries where 
these groups are located worsens the observed negative relation. The findings high-
light the need to thoroughly evaluate policy initiatives aimed at such savings groups 
to avoid harming core group functions.

Keywords  Savings groups · Male engagement · Profit generating capacity · Gender · 
Group performance

Résumé
Il existe une dynamique croissante parmi les acteurs du développement pour im-
pliquer les hommes dans les efforts de développement axés sur le genre. Ceci est 
également observé dans les initiatives qui permettent à des personnes en situation de 
pauvreté économique de s’organiser en groupes où les membres épargnent et emprun-
tent entre eux. Cette étude examine l’influence de la participation masculine sur la 
capacité du groupe d’épargne à générer du profit. De plus, l’étude vise à comprendre 
si la relation entre ces deux variables est modérée par le niveau d’égalité des sexes 
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dans le pays où le groupe est implanté. L’étude s’appuie sur une analyse de régression 
à effets aléatoires sur un échantillon de données issu de 81 853 groupes d’épargne 
dans 30 pays africains sur la période de 2010 à 2017. Les résultats montrent que la ca-
pacité du groupe d’épargne à générer du profit diminue à mesure que le pourcentage 
de membres masculins augmente. De plus, l’inégalité entre les sexes dans les pays 
où ces groupes se situent aggrave la relation négative observée. Ces résultats soulig-
nent la nécessité d’évaluer en profondeur les initiatives politiques visant ces groupes 
d’épargne afin d’éviter de nuire aux fonctions centrales du groupe.

Introduction

For decades, women have been the focus of several development interventions since 
they were largely marginalized in society. In areas such as reproductive health, gen-
der equality, gender-based violence, intimate partner violence, and even mainstream 
microfinance, emphasis was put on women. Increasingly, however, we are observ-
ing a shift towards engaging men in such interventions [See for example Subašić 
et  al. (2018) for gender equality; Casey et  al. (2018) for gender-based violence; 
Ruane-McAteer et  al. (2019) for sexual and reproductive health; Flood (2011) for 
men’s violence against women]. There are increasing global efforts in this regard 
from major development actors. The United Nations for example through campaigns 
like the ‘HeForShe’ campaign recognizes the role men and boys must play to foster 
gender equality. The move towards male engagement in these different efforts stems 
from the realization that it may be difficult to achieve gender equality from develop-
ment efforts if the focus is entirely on women and men are excluded. Since the mar-
ginalization of women is deeply rooted in discriminative gender norms inherent in 
several societies and men are normally the custodians of such norms, their role must 
be recognized if a change is to happen.

In this paper, we consider a large and growing development model  -  savings 
groups that are currently facing a similar trend of increased male focus. We inves-
tigate the influence of increasing male engagement on key aspects of the savings 
group’s operational model. Savings groups (SGs) are grassroots, community-man-
aged financial institutions where members save collectively and borrow from pooled 
savings at an interest (Le Polain et al. 2018). Such institutions are flexible and robust 
to different environments (Mutebi et al. 2017; Ojong 2014) which makes them very 
popular among development actors like CARE International, Catholic Relief Ser-
vices, etc. as a mode to reach largely excluded populations. Current estimates show 
that there are over 14 million members in savings groups globally (SEEP Network 
2016). At inception, the model had a particular emphasis on women. For example, 
the first structured savings groups model, the Village Savings and Loan Associa-
tions, pioneered by CARE International in the 1990s started by reaching out to only 
women. Through the Mata Masu Dubara (meaning women on the move) groups, 
the goal was to drive the socio-economic empowerment of women (Grant and Allen 
2002). Although women still make up around 80 percent of savings groups’ mem-
bership (Wheaton 2019), available data shows that male membership is increasing 
over time. In the sample used for this study, for example, the share of male members 
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increased from about 9% in 2010 to over 27% in 2017. However, very little is known 
about the influence that this increasing male engagement has on the SG core opera-
tional model.

We shed light on the influence that male engagement has on savings groups. 
Specifically, we investigate the following research question: what impact does male 
membership have on the savings group’s profit-generating capacity? The SG model 
requires efficient handling of savings and borrowing activities to create wealth for 
the group members and for the sustainability of the groups. The group profit-gener-
ating capacity is the best way to measure whether the group is operating efficiently. 
Some scholars argue in favor of member homogeneity across certain elements 
within the group arguing that when people are similar, it is easier to enforce rules 
making transaction costs much lower in such groups (Cassidy and Fafchamps 2020; 
Slover 1991). On the contrary, heterogeneity may bring people of dissimilar inter-
ests together (Nagarajan et al. 1999) which can affect group functioning and perfor-
mance in general. For example, men are usually portrayed as more self-interested 
whereas women usually tend towards collective interests (D’Espallier et  al. 2013; 
Guérin 2011; Johnson 2004).

We use a novel data set covering 81,853 savings groups from 30 countries in 
the period 2010 to 2017. This data is obtained from the Savings Groups Informa-
tion Exchange (SAVIX), the first platform of its kind to have comprehensive data 
on these informal financial associations. SG profit-generating capacity is measured 
using the return on savings that captures the wealth creation for the group and mem-
bers’ financial outcome from group participation. The results indicate that as the 
percentage of male members in the group increases, the profit-generating capacity 
reduces. Additionally, we investigate whether the relation between gender composi-
tion and group profit-generating capacity is influenced by the level of gender equal-
ity in the country in which the group is located. Countries with low levels of gender 
equality are usually characterized by discriminatory gender norms that could curtail 
the ability of men and women to interact and collaborate in groups. For example, in 
certain societies, it is even prohibited for women to interact with men, especially in 
public spaces (Lata et al. 2020). Indeed, the results show that gender inequality in 
the countries where these groups are located worsens the negative relation between 
gender composition and SG’s profit-generating capacity.

This study is conceptually rooted in a larger body of work that investigates 
increasing male engagement in development interventions that previously focused 
on women. Several scholars have investigated male engagement albeit the effect of 
this has been mostly investigated on an individual and household level (Slegh et al. 
2013; Stern et  al. 2015). We shift the unit of analysis from the individual to the 
group level. By doing so, the research contributes to a broader body of knowledge 
and guides policy on engaging men in savings groups without harming the core 
aspects of the group.

Additionally, the paper adds to the evidence regarding savings group composi-
tion by investigating the gender composition question. Burlando and Canidio (2017) 
look at the socioeconomic status of the group members and how this influences the 
amount of savings collected and the loans disbursed. Cassidy and Fafchamps (2020) 
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investigate how sorting of group members along certain characteristics like occupa-
tion may influence the financial intermediation capability of savings groups.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: section  "Relevant Literature and 
theoretical framework" presents the relevant literature; section "Method" describes 
the data and the empirical strategy used in the paper. In section "Results", the results 
are presented and discussed, and section  "Discussion of Findings" concludes the 
paper.

Relevant Literature and Theoretical Framework

Background on Savings Groups

Savings groups are community-based financial institutions composed of 15-30 
members that pool money in a common fund and borrow from the fund at an inter-
est (Le Polain et al. 2018; Burlando and Canidio 2017). They are typically informal 
associations that are built on a foundation of cooperation (Cassidy and Fafchamps 
2020). The savings group methodology is based on traditional financial groups 
schemes like the Rotating Savings and Credit Associations (ROSCAs) and Accu-
mulating Savings and Credit Associations (ASCAs), which have been in existence 
for centuries (Beaman et al. 2014; Bouman 1995). The basic savings group model, 
the Village Savings & Loan Associations (VSLA), was pioneered by CARE Interna-
tional in Niger in 1990. Since then, different international Non-Government Organi-
zations (NGOs) like Catholic Relief Services, Agha Khan Foundation, Oxfam, etc. 
have promoted variants of the VSLA model. The savings group methodology has 
gained popularity among NGOs owing to its capability to reach large populations 
cost-effectively (Le Polain et al. 2018; Karlan et al. 2017).

Figure  1 below summarizes the savings group operational model. Savings and 
loans are the core group activities. Members make savings by purchasing shares 

Fig. 1   The operational model of savings groups
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during the scheduled group meetings. These savings are then made available to 
interested members who can take loans from the group funds at a pre-determined 
interest rate. Normally, members can only borrow around three times their sav-
ings. Thus, collecting savings and giving out loans represents the main mechanism 
through which SGs create value and generate profits for the group members. At the 
end of the cycle, typically annually, the contents of the cash box (the savings plus 
the accumulated interest) are shared out among the group members. By the share-
out date, all loans must be repaid. Hence, operating a SG effectively is not easy. At 
the beginning of a cycle, members must be motivated to bring in sufficient savings 
to make lending possible. When lending begins, the borrowers must be carefully 
selected to assure repayment. Fines and interests must be collected, and as the end 
of a cycle approaches all loans must be repaid. Taken together, a savings group is a 
complex business model to operate and the best proxy to measure whether a group 
is financially managed effectively and efficiently is the return on savings (ROS). 
This measurement summarizes a group’s ability to intermediate savings and create 
wealth for the group members.

The first basic savings groups formed in Niger by CARE International under the 
Mata Masu Dubara (Women on the move) project focused on improving women’s 
socioeconomic conditions. Hence, all initial savings groups were comprised of only 
female members. Currently, there are still some facilitating agencies that exclusively 
focus on women. For example: in Sudan, Oxfam’s Saving for Change program tar-
gets only women (Stevens 2018). Though the savings groups are still dominated by 
females, recent developments have witnessed increasing male participation. Sav-
ings group promoters are encouraging the engagement of men to mitigate certain 
negative effects that may arise when men feel threatened by the increasing women 
empowerment. Such effects include increased intimate partner violence (Slegh et al. 
2013; Gupta et al. 2013).

Inclusion of Men in Gendered Interventions

For decades, women have been on the receiving end of different forms of gender 
injustice, for example, gender-based violence, intimate partner violence, and exclu-
sion from participation in political and economic activities. Most of these injustices 
are deeply rooted in discriminative social norms for which men are usually custo-
dians hence branding men as perpetrators of gender injustice (Flood 2019). Several 
efforts have been undertaken to remedy such injustices including sensitization of 
women and equipping them with knowledge and skills, engaging and mobilizing 
communities, and influencing a change in policies and legislation (Flood 2019).

However, these have often been geared towards empowering only women. Lately, 
though, there has been a realization that to achieve desired results from these inter-
ventions, men and boys need to be involved in efforts toward ending gender injustice 
(Schwittay 2019). First, as earlier mentioned, men are in most cases the perpetrators 
of such injustices like gender-based violence. Second, the exclusion of men may lead 
to negative consequences like increased gender injustices and inequalities (Colpitts 
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2019; Slegh et al. 2013), and it, therefore, is important for men to understand that 
they too stand to gain from reduced gender injustices and empowered women.

Like in other gendered interventions, there are increasing efforts to engage 
men in savings groups mostly premised on two reasons (Wheaton 2019). Just like 
women, some men suffer financial exclusion. To remedy such male exclusion and 
move towards universal financial inclusion, actors are recognizing the need to refo-
cus financial inclusion efforts such as savings groups and involve men. Additionally, 
there is increased recognition that access to finance alone is not sufficient for the 
holistic transformation of women in the face of prevailing gender norms (Vosseng-
berg et al. 2018). Moreover, there is also an increased awareness that the focus on 
women may lead to unintended consequences (ICRW 2019; Edwards 2017) hence 
there is a need to ensure that savings groups cause no harm to female members.

Unlike male engagement in reproductive health, gender violence, and intimate 
partner violence, this study investigates male engagement in activities one can con-
sider outside direct household structures. It will hence shed more light on how the 
engagement of men in such activities influences their operations.

Group Composition and Savings Groups’ Performance

To examine group composition and savings groups’ performance, two theoretical 
foundations are drawn on: the social identity theory (Tajfel 1978) and the Similarity-
attraction paradigm (Byrne 1971). The social identity theory starts from the prem-
ise that belonging to a group confers social identity to a person. Tafjel (1972, p. 
31) defines social identity as “the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain 
social groups together with some emotional and value significance to him of the 
group membership”. Further still, people seek to gain a positive social identity by 
belonging to a certain group which they derive from social comparisons with other 
relevant groups. It is through this process of social comparison that one acknowl-
edges the distinctive differences between one’s group (the ingroup) and other groups 
(the outgroup) and develops “outgroup” bias. The social identity approach predicts 
that diversity creates subgroups within a group which increases “ingroup” favoritism 
and “outgroup” discrimination. Such behavior in turn reduces information exchange 
and collaboration between group members and increases conflict which leads to 
reduced productivity and satisfaction (Anthony 2005).

The similarity-attraction paradigm proposes that people prefer to associate with 
others whom they perceive to be similar to themselves and interact better with per-
sons whom they share similar characteristics with (Mia 2022). This hence implies 
that homogeneous groups will exhibit stronger cohesion and better communica-
tion yielding better outcomes. The paradigm proposes that diversity reduces inter-
personal attraction and liking within the group which reduces cohesiveness, trust, 
and efficient communication within the group ultimately leading to negative group 
performance.

In conventional microfinance, it is common to apply group lending methodolo-
gies. In such settings, several scholars have investigated the effect of the gender 
composition of credit groups. In a laboratory experiment setting of microfinance 
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loan groups, Berge et  al. (2016) find that female groups are better than all male 
and mixed groups in collaboration for problem-solving. Further, they find that 
female groups are more risk-taking. Studying loan repayment rates in credit groups, 
Anthony and Horne (2003) find a positive relationship between the percentage of 
women and individual loan repayments. Similarly, while investigating delinquency 
rates among microfinance loan groups in Bangladesh, Sharma and Zeller (1997) 
show that delinquency rate decreases as the percentage of females in the groups 
increases. Still, investigating repayment rates, D’Espallier et  al. (2011) focus on 
microfinance institutions and investigate the gender question in terms of the percent-
age of female clients served by an MFI. Their findings suggest that an increase in 
the percentage of female clients results in a decrease in portfolio risk, write-offs, and 
loan loss provisions. In Guatemala, Kevane and Wydick (2001) highlight that female 
credit groups have the lowest instances of fund misuse with mixed-gender groups 
having the worst performance.

When it comes to gender composition and performance of savings groups, Eboh 
(2000) takes a descriptive approach when analyzing the sustainability of savings and 
credit associations in Nigeria. He shows that all-female savings and credit groups 
had higher average savings and loans per member compared to all-male groups. 
He further observes that absenteeism from meetings was lower for all-female sav-
ings groups compared to gender-mixed groups. Slover (1991), however, finds that 
groups with membership dominated by females have fewer funds mobilized than 
those comprised of predominantly males. He attributes this to the differences in risk-
taking between men and women.

Why would male involvement as group members influence the savings group’s 
profit-generating capacity? One argument is that male involvement may increase 
conflicts and tensions in the group due to inherent differences in behavioral char-
acteristics between men and women. There is a common perception that, unlike 
women, men are less cooperative and less socially oriented (D’Espallier et al. 2013; 
Anthony and Horne 2003). In other words, men are more individualistic (Johnson 
2004). Further, literature proposes that men tend to lean more towards disagreement 
and are more competitive while women lean more towards agreement and are more 
conciliatory (Anthony and Horne 2003). In this paper, we argue that in line with the 
social identity theory and similarity attraction paradigm, such differences may affect 
group interactions, communication among group members, conflict resolution, and 
decision-making and consequently affecting group operations.

Additionally, men have alternative sources of credit and savings (D’Espallier 
et al. 2013). Due to this, they may join savings groups for other purposes and may 
not be interested in the group functions of savings and credit. For instance, women 
sometimes engage in informal financial associations like ROSCAs without the 
knowledge of their husbands and extended family because this is the only way they 
can have control over their money (Guérin 2011). Men may hence join such groups 
to monitor the actions of their wives and get more information about their savings 
and credit activities. This may affect the way women conduct their group activities 
and ultimately hurt the overall group performance.

With the view that men are poor at loan repayment (Enimu et al. 2017) and have 
lower savings rates (Ledgerwood 1999), trust issues may arise in the groups when 
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men join which may also lead to hesitations in issuing loans to men. Moreover, there 
is a perception that men compared to women are not as influenced by social pressure 
(Johnson 2004) hence they may default on loan repayment without fear of any con-
sequences or societal shaming (Shohel et al. 2022).

However, based on some socio-economic characteristics of men especially in the 
areas in which savings groups are prevalent, male engagement may enhance group 
performance in several ways. Men are usually involved in activities that require large 
lump sums of money and equally have responsibilities that require the same (Jonh-
son 2004). This may translate into an increased demand for loans which is beneficial 
for a group as a larger share of the savings is lent out. Also, men are generally more 
educated and more literate than women (Guérin 2011). This could bring advantages 
for the group as they could enhance the knowledge base in the group, devise more 
efficient ways of running the group, and growing the group fund. After all, as men-
tioned, operating a SG is complex. Moreover, the argument that men are more risk-
seeking than women (Croson and Gneezy 2009; Jianakoplos and Bernasek 1998; 
Slover 1991) may positively influence the group’s profit-generating capacity. If this 
risk appetite is combined with an increase in interest rate to cover the additional risk 
brought on by men, it may lead to an increase in the group returns.

Does the relationship between gender and savings group’s profit-generating 
capacity vary with the level of gender equality in the different countries where the 
groups are located? One can argue that, indeed, the effect may be different in coun-
tries where men and women have more equal rights and access to equal opportuni-
ties compared to countries where there is high inequality between men and women. 
Gender norms inherent in different societies influence the way men and women 
interact in different spheres and have a bearing on the kind of opportunities that are 
available to the different genders (Shohel et al. 2021; Johnson 2004). For example, 
in some societies, the woman’s responsibilities are relegated only to childbearing 
and taking care of the household (Kabeer 2005). In such societies, women may not 
be allowed to freely participate in economic activities such as in financial associa-
tions like savings groups. Moreover, in several cases, even when women can par-
ticipate in certain activities, they are limited from reaching their full potential owing 
to the discriminatory gender norms of such patriarchal cultures (Shohel et al. 2021; 
Kinkingninhoun-Mêdagbé et  al. 2010). When the percentage of men in the group 
increases in such societies characterized by high levels of gender inequality, it will 
likely have a worse effect than in societies where gender inequality is low.

Method

Variable Definitions

Dependent Variables

The dependent variable, return on savings (ROS), is used to proxy the profit-gener-
ating capacity. Previous studies have used ROS to measure the performance of SGs 
(Gonzales Martinez 2020; Burlando et al. 2016; Burlando and Canidio 2017). ROS 
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captures the profitability of the group and the efficiency with which a group man-
ages the complex SG business model to generate profit for its members. It measures 
the value created for the group members when their savings are lent out at an inter-
est, and it is obtained as the total profit over the average savings used to generate 
these profits.

Independent Variable

The independent variable, group gender composition is captured using two varia-
bles. One we call male members. This captures the percentage of male members in a 
group and is computed as the number of male members divided by the total number 
of members in the group. The second independent variable we call mixed gender is a 
dummy variable that takes on the value of one if the group is composed of both male 
and female members and zero if the group is composed of only female members. 
Whereas the dummy variable, mixed gender, covers the effect of the mere presence 
of male members in the group, the male members variable covers the difference in 
effects resulting from differing percentages of male members.

Moderating Variable

We conjecture that the relationship between gender composition and group profit-
generating capacity is influenced by the level of gender equality in the country 
where the group is located. We investigate this by introducing a moderation term for 
gender equality. To measure gender equality, we use the global Gender Gap Index 
(GGI) obtained from the World Economic Forum. The GGI measures gender-based 
differences in relation to four dimensions i.e., economic participation, education 
attainment, health, and political empowerment. The index ranges from 0 to 1 with 
higher values meaning higher equality and vice versa. In this study, the index has 
been reverse-coded with higher values meaning higher inequality and vice versa for 
ease of interpretation.

Control Variables

We include as control variables several SG-specific and contextual variables. The 
SG-specific variables include the age of the group, total assets, group size, wel-
fare fund, rural dummy, other development initiatives, and facilitating agency. Age 
is likely to influence the profit-generating capacity of the groups due to the learn-
ing effect that takes place over time. With subsequent cycles, members may have a 
better understanding and appreciation of the savings group’s methodology (Moret 
et al. 2020). We also control for total assets which represent the welfare of group 
members, i.e., their ability to bring in more savings to the group. Group size is also 
likely to influence the profit-generating capacity as larger groups are likely to have 
higher loan fund utilization rates due to a higher number of projects qualifying for 
loans which should translate into higher returns. However, larger group size may 
also expose the group to risks associated with free riding and may affect the group 
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operations negatively. Alongside the core loan fund, some SGs keep an emergency 
fund referred to as a welfare fund to cater to member emergencies. The welfare fund 
is likely to influence the group’s profit-generating capacity (Gonzales Martinez 
2020).

Additionally, we include a dummy variable that takes on the value of one if the 
group is in rural areas. The location of the group may influence the profit-generat-
ing capacity of the group because groups in urban areas may have access to more 
resources. SGs are usually used as channels through which other development initia-
tives are delivered to low-income populations. These other development initiatives 
are usually referred to as ‘add-ons’ or ‘plus activities’. They include health educa-
tion, training on income-generating activities, etc. The presence of add-ons along 
with core group activities is likely to influence the SG profit generation capacity as 
illustrated by Gonzales Martinez (2020). SGs are normally formed and supported by 
international Non-Governmental Organizations referred to as facilitating agencies. 
These facilitating agencies usually have different objectives and modes of operation 
that may influence the profit-generating of the groups.

A savings group’s profit-generating capacity is influenced by the macroeconomic 
conditions of the countries in which they operate. To account for the different mac-
roeconomic conditions under which the savings groups in our sample operate, we 
include three contextual control variables. These are the population density, gross 
domestic product (GDP) per capita, and the heritage index of economic freedom.

To minimize the effect of outliers, all the ratios are winsorized at the 1% and 99% 
levels. Table 2 presents all the variables and their definitions.

Data

We have access to a unique dataset on informal grassroots financial associations 
from the Savings Groups Information Exchange (SAVIX). The SAVIX is an online 
platform that contains standardized data on many savings groups globally. It was 
developed by the VSL Associates and funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foun-
dation together with several facilitating agencies (CARE International, Catholic 
Relief Services, Oxfam International, and Plan International). Data is collected 
and uploaded to the SAVIX Management Information System (MIS) on a quarterly 
basis. The SAVIX captures several elements relating to the operations of the savings 
groups. The sample for this study consists of 81,853 savings groups from 30 African 
countries and covers the period from 2010 to 2017. Table 1 details the distribution 
of the data by country. Most savings groups in the sample are from Mali (19.72%), 
closely followed by Uganda (14.85%).

The SAVIX is the first and arguably the most comprehensive database there is on 
informal community-managed grassroots associations globally. The data is collected 
and uploaded by field officers visiting the groups on a quarterly basis. The SAVIX 
mainly contains data for savings groups that are supported by a facilitating agency, 
thus it does not cover several other groups that are formed spontaneously without 
the support of a facilitating agency which is a weakness of the dataset. Nonetheless, 
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the SAVIX is the most representative dataset on savings groups as it covers different 
complementary metrics and contains several groups from different countries.

To supplement data from the SAVIX and consider the macroeconomic conditions 
of the countries where the SGs are located, we draw on several country indicators 
obtained from multiple sources. GGI data is obtained from the World Economic 
Forum global gender gap reports, population density is obtained from the world 
development indicators developed by the World Bank, Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) is obtained from the world economic outlook database maintained by the 
International Monetary Fund and economic freedom index is obtained from heritage 
foundation.

Table 1   Distribution of sample 
by country

Country No. of SGs Percentage

Benin 3763 4.6
Burkina Faso 6155 7.52
Burundi 1959 2.39
Cameroon 652 0.8
Egypt 1450 1.77
Ethiopia 1388 1.7
Ghana 5113 6.25
Guinea 1838 2.25
Guinea Bissau 314 0.38
Ivory Coast 4730 5.78
Kenya 4723 5.77
Lesotho 5 0.01
Madagascar 410 0.5
Malawi 1673 2.04
Mali 16,140 19.72
Mozambique 1330 1.62
Namibia 131 0.16
Niger 1673 2.04
Nigeria 765 0.93
Republic of the Congo 60 0.07
Rwanda 1501 1.83
Senegal 2410 2.94
Sierra Leone 1961 2.4
South Africa 1007 1.23
Swaziland 18 0.02
Togo 2484 3.03
Uganda 12,158 14.85
Tanzania 3006 3.67
Zambia 1960 2.39
Zimbabwe 1076 1.31
Total 81,853 100
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Estimation Strategy

It should be noted that there could be some endogeneity concerns as the group 
profit-generating capacity and the percentage of male members may be simultane-
ously determined. If SGs formed completely or almost completely by women are 
successful for example in terms of producing high returns for group members, this 
will attract men to participate in the next cycle of the SG. Hence, the number of men 
in a group may be influenced by the profit-generating capacity of a group just as the 
number of men in a group may influence the profit-generating capacity. We address 
this simultaneity bias concern by analyzing only the data on the first cycle of group 
operations. In such a case, men are not basing their decision to join the group on 
the group’s previous cycle outcomes. Endogeneity concerns are also addressed 
under the further analyses section using a matched sample difference-in-differences 
approach.

We employ random effects1 regression analysis to investigate whether the profit-
generating capacity is statistically related to the gender composition of the group. 
Specifically, we estimate the basic model below:

where Yit captures the profit-generating capacity, measured in terms of ROS. 
Genderit is the gender composition of the ith savings group at time t.  Xit represents 
a vector of control variables. We also include time dummies in the different regres-
sions to cater for time-fixed effects.2 ci is the group-specific unobserved effect and uit 
is the idiosyncratic error term. Standard errors are clustered at the group level.

Gender Composition of SGs Over Time

Although over 80% of savings groups’ membership globally is comprised of women 
(Wheaton 2019), Fig. 2 shows that the share of male members is growing rapidly 
over time. Male members have increased from around 9% in 2010 to over 27% in 
2017. This shows the increasing significance of men in savings groups’ operations.

(1)Yit = �
0
+ �

1
Genderit + �Xit + ci + uit

1  The Breusch and Pagan Lagrangian multiplier test for random effects is significant for both models 
which supports the presence of panel effects hence the use of random effects. Additionally, the Haus-
man test supports the use of fixed effects. However, we decide against fixed effects because, in most of 
our savings groups, the Mixed dummy used in model 2 remains constant over time. We complement 
the results of the random effects with a couple of robustness checks like the use of the matched sample 
differences-in-differences regression in order to ascertain the validity of the results amidst the cited limi-
tations.
2  Country dummies introduce multicollinearity concerns as evidenced by extremely high variance infla-
tion factors. We hence exclude them in the regressions. We, however, account for contextual differences 
in the macroeconomic conditions of the countries that these groups are in by controlling for GDP per 
capita, population density, and heritage index of economic freedom.
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Summary Statistics

Table 2 presents the summary statistics for the variables used in the study. From 
the table, we see that the average group in the dataset is composed of 17 per-
cent male members. The mixed-gender dummy shows that about 55 percent of the 
groups have both male and female members. The other 45 percent is composed of 
only female members.

Concerning the profit-generating capacity, the average group has a return on 
savings of 40.9%. A value of 40.9% means that at each end-of-cycle share-out, 
each member on average makes 40 cents on each dollar saved. This further shows 
that savings groups typically lend out at high rates and fetch higher returns for 
group members as compared to other savings mechanisms like formal financial 
institutions (Allen 2002).

Regarding the moderating variable, GGI, the average group is in a country 
with a score of 0.65 which indicates that most groups are located in countries 
with moderate levels of gender equality. The minimum value (0.57) and maxi-
mum value (0.82) show that SGs in the sample are in countries with diverse lev-
els of gender equality i.e., from average levels to high levels of equality.

Moving on to the savings groups’ characteristics, we observe that the average 
group has been in existence for 351 days (corresponding to about one year since 
its first savings were initiated for the first cycle), has an asset size of 667.6 USD, 
and has 23 active members. Further still, 69.5% of the SGs keep a welfare fund 
and 59% are in rural areas. 37.6% of the SGs incorporate other development ini-
tiatives like health education, women empowerment, etc. This shows that savings 

Fig. 2   Share of male members over time
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groups, in addition to being mechanisms for local intermediation of savings, are 
also channels through which multiple services can be offered to the people at 
the bottom of the pyramid to tackle multi-dimensional poverty. The table further 
shows that the majority of the SGs in the sample (29.3%) are supported by Plan 
International, closely followed by CARE (24.2%), Oxfam (19%), and Catholic 
Relief Services (14.4%) with other facilitating agencies sharing the remaining 13 
percent among them.

Looking at the macroeconomic conditions for the countries in our sample, the 
average country has a population density of 108.43 people per square kilometer, 
GDP per capita of 2531.6 USD, and a heritage economic freedom score of 57%.

Results

Gender and Savings Group’s Profit‑Generating Capacity

Table  3 presents the random effects regression results for the effect of gender on 
the profit-generating capacity of the group measured in terms of the return on sav-
ings (ROS). The results reported in column 1 indicate that the proportion of male 
members is negatively related to the profit-generating capacity of the group. The 
estimated coefficient shows that a unit increase in the proportion of male members 
by say 100 percentage points leads to a 6.7 percentage point decrease in the ROS.

One potential argument for the observed effect is the perception that men are 
poor at loan repayment and hence have higher default rates than women (D’Espallier 
et al. 2011; Mutebi et al. 2017). The high default rates have a direct effect on the 
returns on savings as both the member savings and interest income are lost. Moreo-
ver, the potentially higher default rates could influence the fund utilization rate if 
loans to men are rationed to mitigate the effects of their poor repayment rates. In 
mixed gender, women may tend to limit the amount of money that they allow men 
to take as loans and reduce the overall lending in a group. A similar observation was 
made by Mutebi et al. (2017) where in some mixed-gender groups, there was a limit 
to how many men were allowed in the group owing to the high default rates of men. 
Additionally, there were more stringent terms imposed when men required loans, for 
example, they required that men have their spouses serve as their guarantors because 
women ensured that men fully paid back the acquired loan (Mutebi et al. 2017).

Another potential argument is that the nature of savings groups may not be suited 
to the socio-economic characteristics of men i.e., they more often require big-
ger loans that the group may not be able to offer. Johnson (2004) makes a similar 
observation with regard to ROSCAs being less suited to men’s financial responsi-
bilities. Moreover, since men usually have alternative forms of savings and sources 
of credit unlike women, they may not care much for the savings group’s activities 
and may join for different purposes. Some men may join to monitor the activities 
of the women (Waller 2014). In such instances, this may affect the savings and bor-
rowing behavior of women especially if they do not want the men to have knowl-
edge of the same. For example, women may reduce how much they borrow because 
they do not want the men to know how much money they have under their control. 
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Anderson and Baland (2002) observe that women keep their participation in infor-
mal savings groups secret from their husbands to hide their savings from misuse by 
the husbands so when men join such groups, it could infringe on the privacy that the 
women sought and influence their savings and borrowing behavior ultimately affect-
ing the return on savings.

Looking at the control variables, some results are interesting. We observe a 
lower ROS for rural groups which hints at the poorer investment opportunities in 
rural areas hence the need to lend to members at lower interest rates or a lower 
share of the savings being converted into loans. Similarly, we observe that a lower 
return on savings is associated with SGs that deliver other development initiatives 

Table 3   Gender and SG profit 
generation capacity

Data is collected on a quarterly basis and the observations used in 
the regressions pertain to one cycle (four quarters). Standard errors 
clustered at the group level are reported in parentheses
Significance: ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2)
ROS ROS

Male members  − 0.0670***
(0.0061)

Mixed gender  − 0.0397***
(0.0030)

Age 0.0001*** 0.0001***
(0.0000) (0.0000)

Asset size 0.1562*** 0.1569***
(0.0010) (0.0010)

Group size  − 0.0093***  − 0.0089***
(0.0003) (0.0003)

Other development initiatives  − 0.0412***  − 0.0416***
(0.0038) (0.0038)

Welfare fund  − 0.0989***  − 0.0966***
(0.0032) (0.0032)

Rural  − 0.0105***  − 0.0105***
(0.0031) (0.0031)

Population density 0.0001*** 0.0001***
(0.0000) (0.0000)

GDP per capita  − 0.0000***  − 0.0000***
(0.0000) (0.0000)

Heritage  − 0.0077***  − 0.0079***
(0.0005) (0.0005)

Agency dummies Yes Yes
Time dummies Yes Yes
Observations 227,388 227,388
R-squared 0.2024 0.2026
Number of SGs 81,853 81,853
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along the core group activities. This indicates that the other development initia-
tives may destruct the group from the core savings and borrowing activities, an 
area that should be researched further to find out how delivery of other initiatives 
influences savings groups operations and devise ways of constructively doing the 
same without harming the core group model. Further still, lower profit-generat-
ing capacity is associated with groups that keep a welfare fund for emergency 
purposes.

In column 2, gender composition is measured using the dummy variable, mixed 
gender. The results are consistent with those obtained when gender is measured 
using the proportion of male members. There is a negative relation between the 
mixed-gender dummy and the profit-generating capacity of the group. Specifically, 
mixed-gender savings groups have significantly lower ROS than savings groups 
composed of only female members.

Moderating Effect of Gender Equality

Does the above relation between gender composition and group profit-generating 
capacity vary with the level of gender equality in the country in which the group is 
located? To answer this, we include an interaction term between gender composition 

Table 4   Moderating role of 
gender equality

Information on GGI is missing for some countries reducing the num-
ber of SGs used in this analysis as compared to Table 2. Data is col-
lected on a quarterly basis and the observations used in the regres-
sions pertain to one cycle (four quarters). Standard errors clustered 
at the group level are reported in parentheses
Significance: ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2)
ROS ROS

Male members  − 0.0886***
(0.0072)

GGI 0.1144*** 0.1909***
(0.0177) (0.0217)

Mixed  − 0.0403***
(0.0033)

Male members*GGI  − 0.4838***
(0.0563)

Mixed*GGI  − 0.2789***
(0.0267)

Control variables Yes Yes
Agency dummies Yes Yes
Time dummies Yes Yes
Observations 211,513 211,513
R-squared 0.2127 0.2129
Number of SGs 75,361 75,361
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and the level of gender equality in the regression model. Gender equality is meas-
ured using the global gender gap index (GGI). Random effects regression results are 
presented in Table 4. As in Table 3 column 1 reports numbers related to the share 
of male members while column 2 reports results when gender is measured using the 
mixed gender dummy variable.

As shown, contextual gender equality influences the effect of gender on group 
profit-generating capacity. Specifically, the negative relation between gender and 
ROS is worse as the level of gender inequality increases. The results shed light on 
the importance of understanding inherent gender norms for the functioning of sav-
ings groups.

Further Analyses

Alternative Estimation Method

To ascertain the robustness of the results and make an argument for a causal effect 
of gender composition on group profit-generating capacity, we employ the differ-
ence-in-differences (DID) approach (Chen et al. 2017). The DID approach further 
takes care of the endogeneity concerns of simultaneity as highlighted above. DID is 
used to estimate the effect of a treatment by comparing two similar groups, one with 
treatment and the other without treatment. The SAVIX dataset contains data that 
is collected on a quarterly basis. To form the sample for this analysis, we include 
groups that experience an increase in group membership. We include data on the 
group one quarter before and one quarter after the increase in group membership. 
To make the treatment group, the increase in group membership had to bring in 
male members hence the group moved from being all-female to mixed. This leaves 
203 SGs making up the treatment group. In the control group, the increase in group 
membership still brings in female members and the group remains all-female. This 
leaves 1745 SGs making the control group.

Before performing the DID, we apply propensity score matching on the pre-treat-
ment data to make the treatment and control groups as similar as possible. We use 
the nearest neighbor to select (Stuart and Rubin 2008), for each SG in the treat-
ment group an SG from the control group with the closest propensity score based 
on several matching covariates. Specifically, each SG with mixed gender composi-
tion is matched to an SG with only female members that is as similar as possible to 
it along several covariates before male members joined the mixed SG. The control 
variables used in the previous regression models form the matching covariates that 
are adopted. The final dataset after matching contains data on 203 treated SGs and 
an equal number of matched control SGs.

To test the reliability of the matching, we conduct univariate t-tests for the match-
ing covariates to compare the mixed-gender groups with their matched control SGs. 
Panel A of Table 5 shows that there is no statistically significant difference between 
both groups along the observable matching covariates. We then estimate the DID 
model below on the matched sample.
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where Male joiners is an indicator variable equal to one if the SG is in the treatment 
group, and zero otherwise, Post is an indicator variable equal to one if the quarter 
is after membership increase. Xit represents a vector of control variables as in Eq. 1. 
We include cycle, facilitating agency, and time-fixed effects. SGs may be in different 
cycles which could influence profit-generating capacity so cycle fixed effects take 
this into account.

Panel B of Table  5 presents the DID results. The coefficient on the 
Malejoiners × Post is negative and statistically significant at the 5% level which sug-
gests that after male members joining the group, SGs have lower ROS than after 
female members join. The coefficient shows that SGs have ROS that is 10 percent-
age points lower the quarter after male members join than when female members 
join.

(2)
ROSit = � + �

1
Male joinersit + �

2
Postit + �

3
Male joinersit × Postit + �Xit + �it

Table 5   Difference-in-differences estimation results

Standard errors clustered at the group level are reported in parentheses
Significance: ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Panel A: Matching reliability Treatment Control t-stat

Age 247.059 212.493  − 1.443
Total assets 511.757 407.918  − 1.534
Group size 17.828 17.872 0.083
SG plus 0.103 0.089  − 0.504
Welfare fund 0.847 0.837  − 0.272
Rural 0.286 0.256  − 0.669
Population density 93.854 86.080  − 1.302
GDP per capita 2911.756 2967.337 0.323
Heritage 57.467 57.449  − 0.075

Panel B: Difference-in-differences results ROS

Male joiners 0.0367
(0.0385)

Post 0.0232
(0.0418)

Male joiners*Post  − 0.1019**
(0.0463)

Control variables Yes
Agency dummies Yes
Cycle dummies Yes
Time dummies Yes
Observations 812
R2 0.3527
Number of SGs 406
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Alternative Definition of the Gender Variable

We recode the gender variable into four categories to assess if the manner of the 
composition has any effect on the profit-generating capacity. The categories are; all 
female (takes the value of 1 if all members in the group are female and zero other-
wise), minority men (assumes the value of 1 if the group is composed of fewer men 
than women and zero otherwise), balanced (assumes the value of 1 if the group is 
composed of an equal number of men and women, and zero otherwise) and majority 
men (assumes the value of 1 if the group is composed of more men than women and 
zero otherwise).

The results of this analysis are presented in Table 6 and the ‘all female’ is the 
reference category. Compared to groups that are composed of only female members, 
groups that have some men in them, have a lower ROS further confirming the previ-
ous results. This is evidenced by the negative significant results in all categories i.e., 
minority men, balanced, and majority men. In fact, the coefficient for the majority 
being men is the highest, illustrating again that the more ‘male’ a group becomes the 
worse the group performs.

Does It Matter How Many Male Members a Group Has?

In further analysis, we decompose the gender composition as follows: We compare 
groups with (a) no male members i.e., all-female groups with (b) groups with one 
male member, (c) groups with two male members, and (d) groups with three or 
more male members. We run random effects regressions with the reference category 
as the groups with no male members.

Table 6   Robustness analysis—
redefined gender categorization

Robust standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables ROS

Minority men  − 0.0398***
(0.0031)

Balanced  − 0.0148*
(0.0087)

Majority men  − 0.0445***
(0.0046)

Control variables Yes
Agency dummies Yes
Time dummies Yes
Constant 0.3696***

(0.0276)
Observations 227,388
R-squared 0.2026
Number of SGs 81,853
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We find that generally, groups with two or more male members have a lower ROS 
than groups with no male members or with one male member (Table 7). Specifically, 
having one male member has no effect on ROS. However, having two male mem-
bers significantly reduces group ROS and having three members further reduces the 
ROS.

Discussion of Findings

Drawing on the social identity theory and similarity-attraction paradigm as theoreti-
cal foundations, this paper examined the effect of gender composition on the perfor-
mance of savings groups. We specifically use data on 81,853 savings groups in 30 
African countries to investigate the effects of gender composition on SG profit-gen-
erating capacity. We further investigated how this relationship changes depending on 
the gender equality of the country in which the group is located.

Confirming the premises of the two adopted theories, the findings showed a nega-
tive relationship between gender composition and group profit-generating capac-
ity. Specifically, the findings show that the profit-generating capacity of the group 
decreases as the proportion of male members in the group increases. The finding 
is in line with Berge et al. (2016) who find higher collaboration in female microfi-
nance groups compared to all male and mixed groups. The findings also corroborate 
Anthony and Horne (2003) who find that loan repayment in credit groups increases 
with the percentage of women.

One potential argument for the observed effect in this study is the perception that 
men are poor at loan repayment and hence have higher default rates than women 
(D’Espallier et  al. 2011; Mutebi et  al. 2017). The high default rates have a direct 
effect on the returns on savings as both the member savings and interest income 

Table 7   Does it matter how 
many male members a group 
has?

Robust standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables ROS

1 Male 0.0030
(0.0059)

2 Males  − 0.0387***
(0.0057)

3 or more males  − 0.0492***
(0.0031)

Control variables Yes
Agency dummies Yes
Time dummies Yes
Constant 0.354***

(0.0275)
Observations 227,388
Number of SGs 81,853
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are lost. Moreover, the potentially higher default rates could influence the fund uti-
lization rate if loans to men are rationed to mitigate the effects of their poor repay-
ment rates. In mixed gender, women may tend to limit the amount of money that 
they allow men to take as loans and reduce the overall lending in a group. A similar 
observation was made by Mutebi et al. (2017) where in some mixed-gender groups, 
there was a limit to how many men were allowed in the group owing to the high 
default rates of men. Additionally, there were more stringent terms imposed when 
men required loans, for example, they required that men have their spouses serve as 
their guarantors because women ensured that men fully paid back the acquired loan 
(Mutebi et al. 2017).

Another potential argument is that the nature of savings groups may not be suited 
to the socio-economic characteristics of men i.e., they more often require big-
ger loans that the group may not be able to offer. Johnson (2004) makes a similar 
observation with regard to ROSCAs being less suited to men’s financial responsi-
bilities. Moreover, since men usually have alternative forms of savings and sources 
of credit unlike women, they may not care much for the savings group’s activities 
and may join for different purposes. Some men may join to monitor the activities 
of the women (Waller 2014). In such instances, this may affect the savings and bor-
rowing behavior of women especially if they do not want the men to have knowl-
edge of the same. For example, women may reduce how much they borrow because 
they do not want the men to know how much money they have under their control. 
Anderson and Baland (2002) observe that women keep their participation in infor-
mal savings groups secret from their husbands to hide their savings from misuse by 
the husbands so when men join such groups, it could infringe on the privacy that the 
women sought and influence their savings and borrowing behavior ultimately affect-
ing the return on savings.

Further, the findings also showed that the gender equality of the country where 
the group is located exacerbates the observed effect of the gender composition on 
the group’s profit-generating capacity. The findings hence highlight the fact that 
gender discrimination affects women’s ability to participate in economic and social 
activities. Moreover, the findings also highlight the importance of contextual factors 
such as culture and norms in achieving results for different interventions (Zhang and 
Posso 2017).

Conclusion and Suggestions for Future Research

While there are increasing efforts to engage men in gender-focused development 
projects, little is known about how this influences the effectiveness of the pro-
jects. This is particularly true for savings groups which have become a ‘darling’ 
for development agencies that are interested in financial inclusion and empower-
ment through group efforts for people living at the bottom of the pyramid. In this 
paper, we investigate the relationship between gender composition and the profit-
generating capacity of savings groups, i.e., the financial efficiency of groups. We 
further probe whether this relationship is moderated by the gender equality situ-
ation in the country where the savings groups are located. Gender composition is 
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measured through the proportion of male members, and a dummy variable that 
shows whether the group is composed of both male and female members or only 
female members. Profit-generating capacity is measured through the return on 
savings which measures the wealth created from member savings. Using a large 
sample of data on 81,853 savings groups in 30 countries, we employ random 
effects regression analysis to investigate the effects of gender composition on SG 
profit-generating capacity. We address endogeneity concerns due to simultaneity 
bias by doing the empirical analysis on observations from only the first cycle of 
group operations, i.e., the gender composition of the group is decided ex-ante the 
performance of the group.

Results indicate that there is a negative relationship between gender composition 
and group profit-generating capacity suggesting that SGs with a higher proportion 
of male members have a lower return on savings. The results for the dummy vari-
able for the mixed gender group are consistent showing that SGs with both male and 
female members have a lower return on savings as compared to those that have only 
female members. Further, results for the interaction term between the gender com-
position and gender equality variable show that the negative relationship between 
gender composition and profit-generating capacity is generally made worse in con-
texts with high gender inequality. These findings are robust to alternative estimation 
methods and alternative definitions of the gender composition variable. Results from 
the differences-in-differences robustness estimation further minimize endogeneity 
concerns.

A couple of recommendations emerge from the study. First, to avoid harming the 
savings group operational model, practitioners should be aware of the downsides 
that come with male engagement in SGs and should derive ways of solving them. 
Male engagement can be an important component in the empowerment of women. 
However, as seen from the results, having both males and females in the same group 
has a negative effect on some core aspects of the savings group model. Thus, SG 
promoters should be wary of this and come up with necessary balancing efforts like 
for instance gender awareness training and increased monitoring of gender-mixed 
groups.

Second, development actors should exercise increased contextual caution when 
implementing programs. Underlying gender norms of the different program areas 
should be taken into consideration before implementing programs in different areas. 
This recommendation stems from the observation that the negative relationship 
between gender composition and SG profit-generating capacity varies with the gen-
der equality of the different countries in which the SGs are located.

Savings groups are often used by development actors to deliver other develop-
ment initiatives apart from savings and credit. Gender equality dialogue and training 
is one such initiative that is often delivered through these groups. Further research 
can show how the effect of gender on group operations is moderated by gender 
equality training as an add-on. Could such trainings provide a potential solution 
to the observed negative effect that mixed-gender groups have a lower ROS than 
groups that are all females?

Future studies are also needed to capture the effect on women which cannot 
be captured by the current quantitative investigation. Are women changing their 
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behavior for example in terms of expression during group meetings when men join 
the groups? The lower ROS for mixed gender groups could signal a change in saving 
and borrowing behavior among female members when men join the groups. Under-
standing how women react to men joining the groups will expose the behavioral 
biases that women may have towards men and with this, solutions can be devised on 
how the two genders can collaborate for the overall good of the group and individu-
als in the group.

Moreover, on a more general level, a qualitative investigation may help decipher 
the reasons why men join SGs and particularly why they would like to be in the 
same group as women. Do they trust dealing with women more than fellow men? 
Do they join such groups to monitor activities of the women as suggested by Waller 
(2014) and have an idea of the financial position of the women? As gender norms 
paint women as a generally weaker gender in societies with high gender inequality, 
do the men join female groups to take advantage of the position of women? Do they 
join such SGs because they are lured by the development agencies, who are inter-
ested in driving the gender equality agenda? Are development agencies more inter-
ested in the social function of the group as compared to the financial aspect?
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