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to all the young women and men about to read this book 
today we live in a world that is ever more interdependent, but while 
distances are shortening and communication becoming global, 
inequalities are not diminishing and we still witness extremely high 
levels of poverty, especially in some areas of the world.

the richest 20% of the world, of which europe is a part, consumes 
80% of the world’s riches, both in economic terms and in terms of 
energy and natural resources. the majority of the population, then, 
has no choice but to survive on the 20% that we leave for them.

three billion people, nearly half the world population, live 
on 2 euro a day. this poverty holds an even deeper poverty, so-
called “extreme poverty”, which is made up of those living on 
less than 1 euro a day: 1.4 billion of the world’s people (75% of 
whom are women).

there are people who are fighting against this inequality and 
believe that a fairer world is possible.

the story that we narrate for you in this book and the attached 
film is first and foremost the story of a struggle for dignity and 
against poverty, because having to live on 1 euro a day is unjust 
and inhumane. this is a story that came about in one of the world’s 
poorest countries, Bangladesh, where over 60 million people 
(approximately the entire population of italy) live in extreme 
poverty. it is a story of hope, because giving people back their 
dignity, guaranteeing them a salary and a decent life is possible.

you will discover some possible solutions in this book, not only 
for contributing to the fight against poverty in the poorest countries 
of the world, but also for creating fairer and more equal human 
and economic relationships. Because injustice and inequality are at 
the basis of poverty.

i hope that in reading the book and watching the film you find 
not only theoretical knowledge, but a desire to make your own 
struggle towards a fairer world for everyone concrete, a world where 
hunger and extreme poverty are just a memory.

dina taddia
President of GVC
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young man, there must be some kind of misunderstanding. you 
came here with no money, you have no investments, no shares, no 
treasury bills, nothing at all, and you want a hundred million? and 
you expect us to give it to you?”

roberto Benigni, when talking to an astounded bank manager in 
the film “you upset Me”, goes to great lengths (in his way, naturally)
to explain that if he had the money needed to get a loan, perhaps he 
himself would be granting loans rather than asking for one, and that 
he would pay it back, that he was a respectable person and not a thief. 
all he was asking for was a little trust. “you have an inkpot instead of a 
heart!” he bursts out before being dragged away by the police.

it is easy to joke about the economic mechanisms that regulate co-
existence and human activities. they are no doubt complex, depend 
on an infinite amount of factors, and just as many studies which try to 
make sense of them. But we can say one thing for sure: the poverty 
of billions of people is generally regarded as an inevitable misfortune. 
an ugly and bitter fruit born spontaneously on the magnificent tree 
of progress and of human growth. a breakdown which at best can 
be contained by improving the way the machine works, without ever 
totally fixing it. 

Microcredit proves that this is not true.

Micro credit, great trust

For many groups of people with no assets or means of subsistence – 
due to many factors, as we will see – it is impossible to gain access the 
financial aid that would support their efforts to break free from poverty.

Credit = Trust  
What is microcredit? Let’s start by defining it

If we had to look for one single action that would enable the poor to overcome 
their poverty, I would focus on credit.”   Muhammad Yunus

“

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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Bangladesh

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty

credit, in many romance languages, is a synonym of trust (from 
the Latin crèdere, trust, trust to). this is its principal meaning, from 
which a loan derives in the “banking” sense. nonetheless – we are 
used to it, but if you think about it, it is strange– trust itself is the 
one element missing from the normal bank loan system. 

in 1974, considering the specific conditions of extreme poverty 
in his country, Bangladesh, economist Muhammad yunus  thought 
to change the system. What would happen if small loans – that is 
micro credit – were granted under a series of specific conditions, 
to people who have nothing, on the basis of trust in them and 
their projects?

the results were extraordinary, beyond any expectation. this is 
how microcredit came to be.

More or less like in Benigni’s film, but here we are speaking of extreme 
poverty and lives in danger. in granting credit, banks demand concrete 
reliability guarantees. they must believe that whoever is asking for a 
loan is able to pay it back. if you have nothing, the bank doesn’t trust 
you, and gives you nothing the bank’s rationale is carved in stone, 
there is no way around it. or is there? 

Definition 

“if you lend a large sum of money, you probably won’t get paid 
back. if the loan is small, you support and advise your borrower, and 
give them the chance to reinvest the minimum interest that you have 
required, you will achieve individual and collective profit.”

this quote from Muhammad yunus, founder of Grameen Bank 
and “inventor” of microcredit in its original form, is an excellent 
starting point for better understanding what we are talking about.

there is no single definition of microcredit, they change based 
on approaches and the countries where it exists. Here is one that 
contains many of its main aspects.

 
that is, an evolving story ;Microcredit is a process 

in which lender and borrower 
integrate, and establish a long-term 
relationship 

based on trust and rooted in the 
specific social context,  
that generates social capital. 

they do not simply exchange money 
but build a constructive relationship 
to overcome difficulties, working 
together;

the aim is to improve the well-being 
of individuals and groups. Creating 
self-assurance and trust in their own 
possibilities.
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Millions of tiny things 
make up a huge thing 
A micro history of microcredit 

the idea that it is possible and useful to grant small loans to the 
poor is not new, it actually goes back to many centuries ago. 
theories and initiatives were informal and removed from institu-
tional bank practices. Whether motivated by religious principles 
of charity, utopias of progress in the human condition, or a more 
practical increase in of tax revenues, the intent was to create an 
improvement in the conditions of marginalized populations, in turn 
benefiting the community. 

in seventeenth century France under the sun King, the “ton-
tine” were created (named after the neapolitan banker, Lorenzo 
de tonti, who, due in part to this idea, enjoyed a relatively level 
of success within the court of Louis Xiv). this intelligent system 
consisted in groups of people where all committed to periodically 
depositing a fixed sum of money. the total sum collected would 
then be invested and profits were shared by the group members. 
When one of the participants died, profits would continue to be 
distributed among the remaining members, and after the death of 
the tontina’s last member, everything was given over to the state. 

While writing “Gulliver’s travels” in 18c, Jonathan swift 
founded the irish Loan Fund system, which provided loans even 
to the poorest farmers without requiring any guarantee.

in 19c and 20c, in all of europe, and in different asian and 
Latin american countries, a number of experiences followed each 
other, with various fates but a common principle: granting access 
to financial services to those living in poverty could channel posi-
tive energy into helping solve economic and social problems.
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the stools of Jobra village

yunus went with his students to Jobra, a predominantly Muslim vil-
lage where he only found women, as the men were away at work. 
Here he met sufiya Begum, who made bamboo stools. sufiya bor-
rowed money from traders to buy the bamboo to create her stools, 
then sold them to the same traders to repay her loan, with profits 

close to zero. she would be able to get out of this vicious cycle only 
if she had enough money to buy more bamboo and sell the stools 
at market price. after a week of meetings with sufiya, yunus was 
able to make a list of the people in the village who depended on 
traders, 42 names in total. the total amount of loans they needed 
was just 27 dollars. sixty cents per person. it was a shock and a true 
revelation.

the first loan was given to a group of women producing objects 
in bamboo. note the following terms: group, women and produc-
tion. as we shall see, many of the key elements of microcredit were 
already present. 

it was not easy at first: groups had to be organized, members had 
to be convinced to recruit others and make sure that everyone un-
derstood what to do and what is expected from them. it was particu-
larly difficult to convince men that women have the right to receive 
the loans in their own names. Women are only allowed to speak 
with close relatives, so yunus used a female student as a mediator to 
persuade them to come forward. and the pilot project began.

MicrocreDit in travel

they start to visit hundreds of villages in the area, on foot and the pro-
ject begins to be successful. it becomes so successful that some banks 
actually decide to finance yunus’ micro-loans. it took very little to en-
able a considerable number of families to pass from a conditions of ab-
solute desperation to a hope to become self-reliant. Loans were repaid 
on a regular basis. the small business enterprises were based mostly on 
the strength of groups and the determination of village women who 
made very small yet crucial profits to guarantee a more dignified life. 

From this point on, the powerful force of such a simple and revolu-
tionary idea exploded. the initial conditions were by no means exclu-
sive to Bangladesh, and similar experiences began spreading in many 
other countries worldwide, adapting to different cultures and econo-
mies, often “tied in with” similar self-support mecha-

“The big thing” is born 

this quote, like many others cited in this booklet, comes from Bengali 
economist and 2006 nobel peace prize recipient Muhammad yunus. 
naturally this is no coincidence.

in 1974 the term microcredit did not exist. that year, a significant 
part of Bangladesh had had it rough: a prolonged period of famine 
following floods had destroyed people’s ability to be self sufficient. the 
economic system in many agricultural areas was devastated and there 
was an alarming escalation in poverty. 

the young yunus, then head of the rural economy program at the 
university of chittagong, would discover how dramatically inadequate 
his theoretical skills would prove in tackling the situation.

«i was teaching at the university while the country was suffering 
from a severe famine. people were dying of hunger, and i felt complete-
ly helpless. as an economist, i had no tool in my tool box to fix this kind 
of situation. i had no idea that i would end up involved in something 
like lending money to poor people».

as is generally known, great ideas usually begin from small steps: 
yunus first tried with the banks. When he proposed lending money to 
the poor, the bankers nearly fell off their chairs. once they recovered, 
they explained that it is impossible to give money to someone who can-
not provide some sort of concrete guarantee that they will pay the sum 
back. something else had to be thought up.

When small, small things start happening a million times, it becomes a big thing.”  
Muhammad Yunus“

nisms already being practised in small communities, 
gaining new vitality. this is how Microcredit came 
about, and it has never stopped since.

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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there are many of them, so many. they tend towards invisibility (to 
the joy of those who do not wish to see them), and once this change 
has taken place, it is often irreversible. their situation is dramatic, and 
at this point most economists have stopped looking for a solution. 
Who are we talking about?

the excluded, the vulnerable, the “leftovers”. they are individuals 
considered unfit to access banking services. they do not make enough 
money, regularly enough, and it is not worthwhile to grant them a 
loan because they do not provide sufficient guarantees of being able 
to pay it back. it would cost too much for the banking model: they are 
not worth trusting. in “developing countries” this category is generally 
comprised of the rural population and that of the “slums” around the 
city; in Western countries, “unbankables” are greater in number than 
we think: immigrants, the unemployed, the temporarily employed, 
the uneducated, families supported by the elderly, large families with 
dependent vulnerable members, very small enterprises active on the 
local market, often women.. is all hope lost? some do not think so.

From bonsai to forest trees 

When Muhammad yunus launched his project to finance the un-
bankables of Bangladesh, the need emerged to have a bank that 
could manage it. the program’s recipients were the inhabitants of 
rural villages (known as grameen in Bengali). it was thus natural to 
establish a very special credit institute, a “village bank” that is, the 
Grameen Bank.

A new banking model 
The Grameen Bank and credit to the “unbankables” 

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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yunus defines the Grameen Bank an oxymoron, thanks to its metho-
dology which is practically diametrically opposed to the traditional 
banking model: 

«traditional banks only lend money to the rich, whereas we only 
lend to the poor; traditional banks want a guarantee, we do not 
ask for one; traditional banks want to know everything about their 
clients, all we want to know is the commitment that they are willing 
make; they only lend to men, we only lend to women». 

the method is founded on the belief that having access to credit 
is a true human right. Giving out credit and trusting the human 
potential of those you are working with, and not what they have 
already obtained in life. starting with bank property: until 2012, 
the Grameen Bank, was owned by charter by its costumers (95% of 
shares, compared to 5% owned by the state). Later, given its success, 
the situation changed by the will of the government who wanted to 
“get their hands on the bank”. 

 

start with the problem rather than the solution. the credit 
system must be based on an analysis of personal and social 
conditions rather than on a pre-established system. 

development is a long-term process which depends on the 
aspirations and commitment of all involved. 

it is the bank which serves the poor and not the opposite. the 
bank must visit and get to know its “clients”, giving priority to the 
poorest among them.

support activities that generate development (business activities, 
raising children, building a house), to create autonomy, economic 
independence and self-confidence.
•Support activities conducted by small groups of people from the 
same community who trust each other.

associate credit to savings, but without this being a necessary 
prerequisite.

Maintaining a relationship with the borrower, through making 
them follow simple procedures.

do everything possible to ensure that the system is financially 
sustainable and balanced.

invest in training those who work within the system to develop 
its ethics, rigour, creativity and respect for one’s working 
environment.  

the principles of MicrocreDit

to better understand the practice of microcredit, the bank 
principles it applies are illustrated below (including forms different 
from the one “made in Grameen” which, as we will see, have 
multiplied across many countries, as have their specific features).

yunus sees the poor as similar to bonsai trees: the seed of the big 
tree and of the miniature tree is the same, what changes is the 
type of soil that it is allowed to grow on. the objective of the Gra-
meen Bank is not gaining profit (there is little profit ), but sowing 
these seeds in a vaster terrain of society. 

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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“the 16 Decisions” 
Grameen Bank presented a “manifesto” stating its founding principles. the 
manifesto incorporates “16 decisions” (closely tied to the Bengali context), 
proudly shared by all group participants and aimed at “correcting” those 
cultural reflexes which nurture the viscous cycle of poverty.

We shall follow and advance the four principles of 
discipline, unity, courage, and Hard work in all walks 
of our lives.
We shall bring prosperity to our families.
We shall repair our homes and work towards constructing 
new houses.
We shall grow vegetables all year round. We shall eat plenty 
of them and sell the surplus.
We shall plant as many seedlings as possible during the 
plantation seasons.
We shall plan to keep our families small, minimize our 
expenditures, and look after our health.
We shall educate our children and ensure that they can earn 
to pay for their education.
We shall keep our children and our environment clean.
We shall build and use latrines.
We shall drink water from tubewells. if they are not available, 
we shall boil water or use alum.
We shall not take any dowry at our sons’ weddings, nor shall we 
give any dowry at our daughters wedding. We shall not 
practice child marriage.
We shall not inflict any injustice on anyone, nor shall we allow 
anyone to do so.
We shall collectively undertake bigger investments for higher 
incomes.
We shall always be ready to help each other. if anyone 
is experiencing difficulty, we shall all help him or her.
if we come to know of any breach of discipline in any centre, 
we shall all go there and help restore discipline.
We shall take part in all social activities collectively.
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It just works

the procedure is simple; in short, it works like this: 

 a group of people with similar aspirations and backgrounds is 
formed, who trust each other and share the desire to participate 
in the experience. 
 they are instructed in the basics of credit, savings and 

business management, to enable them to draw up a micro-
business project. 

Microcredit is granted. 
operators give support and advice. if possible, a weekly 

meeting is organized for installment payments. it is not enough 
to get credit to be an entrepreneur! 

unbelievably (but only for those who did not believe in it) the 
method worked: the return rate for these loans is more than 95%! 

the Grameen Bank has already helped more than 9 million 
people, in Bangladesh and other countries where it is present.

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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4 Poverty is not necessary 
We can choose a different world:  there is not only one 
possible form of economy

when we read that half of the world, over three billion peo-
ple, lives on less than 2.50 dollars a day, our first reaction is one 
of relief that we do not belong to that half, tinged by a vague 
sense of guilt.

our second reaction is usually to filter out this data, putting it 
aside in the belief that there is not much we can do. 

Being poor is perhaps the oldest “job” in the world. there 
is Pauper famelicus, a poor person devoured by hunger; pauper 
pannosus, one without clothes; pauper infirmus, a crippled, blind, 
mad person; pauper peregrinus, a poor vagabond, at times due 
to religious devotion; pauper verecundus, a dishonoured person 
who has lost all their assets; pauper abiectus, a repugnant, disgust-
ing individual. ancient sources distinguished different forms of 
poverty, classifying them into categories that go beyond simple 
economic descriptors. 

today poverty is generally described and measured in relation 
to a lack of money, a person’s inability to access the economic 
resources needed to satisfy their vital needs and services (food, 
shelter, health).

such a unidimensional approach to poverty, limited to income 
and spending capacity, is tied to a traditional vision of economy, 
overlooks the complexity of the issue, and has proved to be insuf-
ficient in seeking solutions. 

recently, studies by economists such as Mahbub-ul-Haq, am-
artya sen and Joseph stiglitz have paved the way toward a new, 
multidimensional vision of poverty.

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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Poverty vs. freedom

according to amartya sen, an indian economist and recipient of 
the 1998 nobel prize in economics, the poverty (or well-being) of 
a group of people can no longer be defined solely on the basis 
of income; other dimensions of human life need to be contem-
plated. sen views poverty as rooted in an individual’s inability to 
carry out basic human activities. the approach calls for an evalu-
ation of both functions, that a person is actually able to have or 
do (such as income, fulfilment of individual needs or desires), and 
capabilities, denoting that a person has the potential to do or be, 
that is, freedom of choice that a person has in life.

the idea has significant consequences: the inability to partici-
pate in decision-making, to have sufficient political rights, or a 
lack of self- esteem due to poverty, are all factors which contribute 
to the definition of poverty. Just as someone’s opportunity to plan 
their own future, participate in community life, be able to freely 
express their feelings, know how to use their creativity and show 
their abilities, are all capabilities which need to be part of the ob-
jectives of anyone who intends to fight poverty.

poverty is not, in fact, a cruel and inevitable destiny: dominant 
economic and political thought can be questioned. poverty, thus 
defined, is not at all necessary.

the roots of MicrocreDit

in coping with poverty numerous examples of “a solidarity econo-
my” have arisen in many cultures since ancient times.
We have already seen the “tontine”, which, however, had their roots 
in earlier traditions: to give an example, the French peasants of past 
centuries often had the habit of working together in the fields of 
each one in turns, or collectively helping each other build houses, 
barns, and churches. in africa we witness countless antique forms of 
savings and loans: the osusu in Gambia, the shaloogo in somalia, 
the djanggis in cameroon, the ibilemba in rwanda, the Kitemo in 
congo, just to name a few.

The devil is poor

this story, set in ecuador, begins like many others: with a small 
group of very poor itinerant traders who have no hope of improv-
ing their condition since no bank is willing to grant them credit. in 
times of extreme difficulty, they get an idea: «we all decided to con-
tribute a dollar per week and then we lent it to one another with a 
little interest to enable us to grow». through this spontaneous action 
of “self-microcredit”, their initial capital reached 285 dollars in two 
years, enough to expand and begin lending to others. their creativ-
ity has called their unchanging reality into question.

in in an interview made by Gvc, nidia castillo, an itinerant trader 
and former head of the creciendo Juntos (Growing together) asso-
ciation, asserted with passion and awareness the new meaning that 
the word “poverty” has taken on for her and her community follow-
ing their decision to take their destiny into their own hands, an act of 
will that has triggered new possibilities: 

«in the past, my idea of poverty was different, but once i 
began on this journey, having people call me poor started to 
offend me. (...) since we were children they would use the word 
“poor”, they educated us mentally and psychologically to be 
poor. But poverty is in our minds. (...) in our group we do not 
think of ourselves as poor. of course we have little money, but 
still we manage to support our families, we have our job. calling 
us poor means minimizing us, putting us in a corner. We do not 
want to be poor and we are not. the devil is poor!».

in Latin america, several self-help traditions dating back to the 
pre-columbian age have remained active to this day and form the 
groundwork for new experiences in microcredit.
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5 A great deal of microfinance 
The economy and microfinancing products 

the word “microfinance” collects diverse experiences, good or bad, that 
can be classified according to a lot of different variables. the cultural, po-
litical, social and religious background of different countries certainly can 
affect their various experiences in microfinance, as we will later see, but 
the elements that distinguish them are many. Let’s take a look at some.
the experiences of microfinance can, for example:

be allocated to different groups of people, on the basis of their trade 
(agricultural credit or artisan’s cash boxes), their income (only for the 
poorest of the poor, or for those who already own some property), 
according to gender (for women only);

offer loans for different purpose (to create productive activities, or for 
consumption, or both); 

be propriety of the borrowers or of a single person; 
be democratic or authoritarian;

• ask for concrete guarantees or be based on trust;
be addressed to individuals or groups;
provide training, support, monitoring or ignore all these aspects.

and many other distinctions can be identified if we observe things close-
ly. every experience in microcredit, in short, can have thousands of vari-
ables whose combination can determine the success or the failure of the 
experience.

the model used by Grameen Bank can be considered the one that ap-
plies the “original” identity of microcredit, which includes both elements 
of a relationship between groups and people and “tangible” values, such 
as an improvement in economic conditions.

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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6
For an extra dollar 

the case of Bangladesh is an excellent example. the specific conditions 
that gave rise to yunus’ Grameen Bank allowed for a large and extremely 
efficient diffusion of microcredit. Grameen Bank oversees organization-
al aspects in addition to providing credit: yunus believes that granting 
credit is the first step towards development, in other words that the bank 
of the poor should “give you a dollar”. in addition to credit, savings is 
also very important to the Grameen Bank: the bank “requires” borrowers 
(those who receive the loan) to periodically deposit a small amount of 
money saved thanks to the productive activity they carry out.

in other instances, such as for Codesarollo Ecuadoregno (Cooperativa de 
Ahorro y Crédito Desarrollo de los Pueblos, savings and Loan cooperative 
for the development of peoples), the experience starts through savings. 
this form of people’s ethical finance has grass-roots origins and manage-
ment. Groups, or sometimes even an individual, save some money to 
then be able to grant small loans to those who join the project. When 
one produces more than what they spend on the basic costs of daily life, 
their surplus will go to the community cooperative and serve to train 
local managers and thus give voice to people who have been excluded 
from the social context historically.

the Xitique

in Mozambique and in several areas of sub-saharan africa, the ‘Xitique’ 
has been used for centuries to help administer one’s own, generally 
scarce, resources. this informal arrangement is passed on by families, and 
consists in sharing part of one’s own money within small groups: friends, 
relatives, and fellow villagers contribute a small sum every month which 
will be used by one of the group members for his or her needs (generally 
for subsistence or small investments). the following month, the money 
will go to another member and so forth, rotating. a sort of mutually 

“forced” savings is created in name of the mutual trust. 

this basic, often spontaneous and informal, microfinance prac-
tice, is very widespread not only among the poor, and is crucial 
to the subsistence of millions of people.

How do humans operate? 
Homo oeconomicus, Homo humanus
and the psychology of microcredit

… I don’t think you, as a homo humanus, would feel very comfortable over there by us. 
Even for me, though I was born there, that way of assessing people sometimes seems horri-
ble...no one would go to someone else’s house if they didn’t serve the most expensive wines 
at dinner...you see, a person has to have rather thick skin… to be able to remain insensitive 
to questions like: how much does he make? And the face they make when they ask that 
question…”   Thomas Mann, the Magic Mountain

“

mr. Homo oeconomicus is a man who acts rationally, calculating his every 
move out of self-interest to improve his social status and wealth without 
bothering himself as to whether this damages others. He trusts in his prefer-
ences, what is useful to him, on his ability to analyze and forecast. He has 
no morals. Mr. Homo oeconomicus is a theoretical hypothesis in traditional 
economics, he does not really exist (although some do fit this description), 
and even as theory it is not doing so well.

traditional economic doctrine is mostly based on examining behaviour on 
the basis of the concept of homo oeconomicus. Without a doubt this figure pos-
sesses some of the characteristics found in each one of us, while others, crucial 
to understanding human relationships, are missing, including those economic. 

the goals of Homo Humanus

Microcredit, instead, often refers to an idea of economics whose main character 
is an evolved relative of the homo oeconomicus: the homo humanus.
the homo humanus is more complicated to study, even though he looks more 
like real men and women. He is not “good” by nature, but his decisions take 
account of the community he belongs to, and depend on a number of needs, 
emotions, and attention placed on his geographical, social, and anthropological 
context. the homo humanus possesses a cooperative spirit, and thanks to team 
work with the members of his group gains personal and collective advantage.

the homo humanus figure helps us understand why microcredit seems to work 
so well: the many different types of microcredit confer value to relations among 
people and strive for (not only economic) individual and collective development. 

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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The measure of well-being

this time the proverb seems to be right, and many economists wrong: money 
does not make you happy. in 1974 richard easterlin, professor of econom-
ics at the university of california, conducted a study known as “the easterlin 
paradox” which demonstrated that there is no relationship between a person’s 
income and their general well-being. it highlighted in particular how within 
the same country, rich people were not always happier, and how poor coun-
tries were not less happy than rich ones.

so what does happiness, intended as people’s level of satisfaction, depend 
on? What should a public affairs management that wishes to pursue the well-
being of society aim for? studies suggest that “the happiness” of a population is 
strictly related to their quality of intimate and social relations, that is, the relational 
conditions of each individual. this leads us back to the homo humanus. among the 
various process that strongly stress the value of group relations, microcredit can 
contribute to creating a model where money exchange aimed toward tangible, 
material wealth interlaces (in a sort of “chain”) with the development of precious 
intangible psychological and social resources, such as self-perception (dignity and 
self-esteem), the capacity to take on risks and responsibilities, the perception of 
being protected and part of the community.

When you point to the Moon, the Wise Man looks at your inDeX finger

the estimate of a country’s development level is instrumental in determining the 
priorities and decisional lines of a government. until not so long ago, the only 
tool used by most countries to measure their level of national development was 
the Gdp, gross domestic product, or rather the monetary value of national pro-
duction, that is, the sum of what the country produces and “owns”.

to calculate the average distribution of income, or how much every citizen 
“owns”, the per capita Gdp was designed: a distorting lens that only accounts for 
overall tangible goods and services, and virtually attributes to many poor people 
the wealth that only a few affluent citizens actually enjoy.

nowadays, many economists and organizations are realizing other measures 
to convey the complex reality of conditions that a population 
may experience. one of these is the Human development index 
(Hdi), which measures the development of a country also taking 
into account life expectancy, health, and access to education in 
addition to economic wealth (Gdp).

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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7 Women and Microcredit 
When women’s work changes a whole society 

when we speak of the “last”, of the poorest of the poor, we of-
ten leave out one aspect: there are those who are even more “last” 
– women. 

one of the most interesting aspects of microcredit regards the change 
in women’s status in some countries in which it has been applied. 

in many cultures, the subdivision of labour assigns paid work out-
side the home (even when miserably paid) to men , and domestic 
chores with no pay at all and no recognition to women. Being in 
charge of the house and the children often prevents them from 
performing other income generating activities. if women want to 
work out of the home to earn something, they must simply sum 
the two activities up, along with all the consequences this implies: 
psycho-physical stress, health conditions that worsen (when there 
is little to eat, the husband eats first, then the children, and, lastly, 
the woman), and at times the family or community may even look 
upon the woman badly. 

in launching its projects in the villages of Bangladesh, Grameen 
Bank soon realized that women were actually the ideal subjects for 
creating independent economic initiatives: they were enterprising, 
more motivated in learning to manage money and tiny businesses, 
much more reliable than their male counterparts in the timely re-
turn of loans. studies in many countries throughout the world have 
confirmed these feminine “attitudes”. today, almost all of Grameen’s 
microcredit is destined to women.

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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Empowerment and emancipation

the term empowerment is used when talking about individuals that 
come from socially discriminated groups. in the context of gender 
issues, it refers to a process of growth of women’s potential. psycho-
logical potential: self-esteem and a sense of having control of one’s 
life; but also organizational: the ability to make aware conscious 
decisions and undertake economic actions; political actions, the 
possibility to acquire authority and be able to voice women’s issues.

MicrocreDit gives strength

Microcredit has been, and in many cases still is, a powerful vehicle 
toward empowerment. it has helped transform the lives of women 
and their family members. Beyond mere economic subsistence, 
they have also obtained greater autonomy in decision-making, bet-
ter educational possibilities, greater social status, and greater par-
ticipation in public life. additionally, and this aspect should not be 
overlooked, it has increased women’s awareness about the fact that 
they deserve this. 

the pathway towards women’s empowerment through micro-
credit is long and may not always be successful: greater independ-
ence may result in “punishment” and resistance from male family 
members. For many Bengali women, though, even being able to 
leave home one day a month has perceivably improved their living 
conditions. 

not all countries have such marked gender differences and yet 
the different forms of microcredit continue to highlight the 
key role that women play within a truly “human” economy.

what is microcredit in practice? there are various interpreta-
tions. the diverse experiences that exist in the world are evidence 
of methodical choices and priorities which are often quite distant 
from each other.

Here some of the elements that can make a microcredit pro-
gram effective.

creating a group

the relationship between individuals and the group is a key notion 
in microcredit.

the first step when launching a microcredit experience involves 
creating a small, socially homogeneous group, created on the ba-
sis of mutual trust. those who are interested in the project will in 
turn find other people they trust, with similar interests, motivations, 
and social status. a supportive relationship of exchange is thus es-
tablished among the members, which is in itself a positive factor. 
Within the group, everyone’s “i” turns into “we”, without cancelling 
individual diversity. trust and assurance develop, one is no longer 
left alone to struggle, and as a sense of pride is felt for having at-
tained and shared results.

oftentimes, if a member of the group cannot pay back the 
weekly rate, for whatever reason, others can choose to step in, 
maybe using a tiny fund created for such cases (or in the Grameen 
model, it is possible to renegotiate the debt directly with the bank), 
but everyone will always do their best not to disappoint others. the 
results obtained by the group are greater than those reached add-
ing up single actions.

Microcredit in practice 
Creating a group, training, microcredit and support
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Empowerment, emancipazione.

il termine empowerment (emancipazione, ma anche responsabilizzazione, po-
tenziamento) viene usato a proposito di persone appartenenti a gruppi so-
cialmente discriminati. nel contesto delle questioni di genere consiste in un 
processo di crescita delle potenzialità delle donne. potenzialità psicologiche: 
autostima, senso di controllo sulla propria vita; organizzative: la possibilità di 
fare scelte consapevoli e intraprendere azioni economiche; politiche: possibi-
lità di far sentire autorevolmente la propria voce.

il microcredito è stato ed è in molti casi un potente veicolo di empower-
ment. Ha aiutato le donne a trasformare la propria vita e quella dei membri 
delle proprie famiglie. Hanno guadagnato, oltre la mera sussistenza eco-
nomica, autonomia decisionale, maggiori possibilità di istruzione, hanno 
guadagnato in status sociale e maggiore partecipazione alla vita pubblica. 
e, fatto non scontato, la consapevolezza di meritare tutto ciò. il percorso 
dell’empowerment femminile attraverso il microcredito è lungo e non sempre 
si è tradotto in successi: la maggiore indipendenza delle donne può anche 
condurre a “punizioni” ed essere avversata dai maschi della famiglia. per 
molte donne bengalesi, però, perfino la possibilità di passare un giorno al 
mese fuori casa è stato un sensibile miglioramento della loro condizione di 
vita. 

non in tutti i paesi (ad esempio nei paesi esplorati da Gvc per i suoi video 
*domanda: come dobbiamo riferirci al resto dei materiali?) la discriminazio-
ne di genere è così forte, ma le varie forme di microcredito continuano a di-
mostrare il ruolo insostituibile delle donne in un’economia davvero “umana”.

«tutte lottiamo per arrivare in fondo alla giornata qui. Ma adesso stiamo 
lottando e lavorando insieme».

training

as we have seen, it is not enough to obtain credit to be entrepre-
neur, even for a small enterprise.

Before initiating any project, a training period is needed to learn 
how to use money, what savings is, and how to plan. this learning 
process is essential and at the core of microcredit. the success of 
any given initiative is measured by the processes of inclusion and 
social participation that arise, closely tied to awareness of what one 
is doing, and not only by the results of the microenterprises. 

MicrocreDit

Group participants receive a loan. this loan is to be repaid peri-
odically following pre-set deadlines. the great adventure of micro 
business can now begin.

support-tutoring-Monitoring

one characteristic element characterizing microcredit organizations 
is the fact that the person who obtains the loan is not left alone in 
managing the enterprise. operators have a decisive role of support 
and mediation among the parties involved. 

in the Grameen microcredit model, the group meets every week 
or two to support the entire process and the people involved.

the learning process never ends in microcredit institutions, nor 
do encouragement and the improvement of results.

microcredit! Macro-soLutions to eradicate poverty
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microcredit worldwide embodies some common principles: 
fighting against poverty, advocating for people’s emancipation (es-
pecially women’s), financial and social inclusion (the possibility to 
participate in economic life), and micro entrepreneurship. 

an economic vision that is centred around the homo humanus must 
take all of the individuality and specificity this “humanity” includes 
into account. Where we were born, our culture, and the history and 
politics of our country all make up a specific context with its own char-
acteristics that reflect on the methods and processes of microfinance. 

Worlds of microcredit 

in its original form, microcredit was conceived and developed in 
Bangladesh, with the experience of Muhammad yunus and the Gra-
meen Bank discussed above. 

over the years experiences inspired by that model were devel-
oped in many countries. However, original methods were created 
and developed in just as many countries, related to the specific 
history, geography, and culture of the country and the peoples 
inhabiting it.

MozaMbique

Mozambique, a portuguese colony for a long time, obtained inde-
pendence in 1975 after ten years of fighting. the revolution, guided 
by FreLiMo (Mozambique Liberation Front), led to a soviet-style so-
cialist government: everything belonged to the state, which regulat-
ed and provided for everything. Gradually the country experienced 
a political transformation, opening to the free market system, while 
Mozambicans continue to live all economic practices based on this  

Same planet, different 
worlds How different financial management practices 
relate to different cultural backgrounds
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legacy: there is profound acceptance to possess almost nothing, but 
the idea that loans have to be paid back is hard to accept, as Mo-
zambicans are accustomed to a state that “takes care of the popula-
tion”. in some local dialects there are no words to express the con-
cepts of loan or repayment. For this reason, the nGos that propose 
microcredit initiatives, while reaching and positively influencing the 
poorest segments of society, can only do so on the condition that 
they are ready to risk loans not being paid back.

tunisia anD ecuaDor

in tunisia there are public loans called “solidarity loans” with 0% 
interest rates. they can be given out as money, seeds, or farming 
aid. they may appear as donations used to expand the consensus 
and influence of those promoting them.

Here microcredit operated by private microfinance institutions, 
cooperatives or solidarity associations face many difficulties in com-
peting with the public sector.

in ecuador, once they were freed by the owners, the communities 
that once worked on the latifundia, began to unite to form coopera-
tives. the tradition of collective self-help has ancient roots in the 
andean people: the Minka, a Quechuan term, was already practised 
by the incas and indicates a form of voluntary work for the benefit of 
the entire community. Work may entail building a school or helping 
with the harvest, and takes place only after a collective consultation. 
today popular finance, managed by its users, is spreading compared 
to small loans that banks offer with high interest rates (as José tonel-
lo, Fepp president, Fondo Ecuadoriano Populorum Progressio, states: 
“microcredit will become macro if everyone gets organized”). 

people’s behaviour, desires, and expectations are closely related to 
their political and cultural background, and the pathway to-
wards the “human” development of economic systems can 
never be kept distinct from the territories where it takes place. 

making politics (from the Greek polis: the community of citizens 
of the Greek state-city) literally means to be concerned with citizens, 
to speak up and debate for the public good. a political system cre-
ates a set of rules for all members of society which involves the rela-
tions among individuals, between individuals and the community, 
and between the community and institutions.

Microcredit programs must also face the rules that govern dif-
ferent political contexts: on the one hand, they should help build 
a polis, on the other they should manage relations with institutions 
and the reciprocal influence that this entails. relations with the po-
litical and legislative situation of the states in which they operate 
constantly emerge.

Ecuador’s “buen vivir”

in 2008, ecuador’s constitution established three types of economy: 
the private, public and the Economía Popular y Solidaria (social soli-
darity economy). the last focuses on production, consumption, and 
the distribution of wealth for the purpose of human development, 
and it is so refined that it accounts for a notable part of the domestic 
economy. it’s clear how “microclimate” like this adapts well to the 
principles of microfinance (the constitution also foresees the prin-
ciple of “buen vivir”- sumak Kawsay, in the Quechua Language): 
do not lie, do not steal, do not idle about. a “good living” that 
effectively completes the Western idea of welfare and well-being). 
challenges, however, are not lacking, and having to adapt to an in-
stitutionalized system of rules forces one to continuous trade-off in 
order to not distort the original idea of a social solidarity economy.

Microcredit is politics 
Institutions, emancipation, and social inclusion 
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If microcredit goes macro

the immense success of Grameen Bank and of yunus’s theories in 
Bangladesh has not only proven that microcredit is surprisingly ef-
ficient, but has also led to a redefinition of its relations with state 
power. When this phenomenon became so striking, the govern-
ment did not want to be left out of its management, imposing its 
participation as a minority owner of part of the property. in this 
case, microcredit’s impact on the equilibrium of the entire society 
(for instance, working mostly with women caused much criticism 
at all levels) was such that it forced decision-makers to take it into 
account.

the tunisian case, as already mentioned, is different. «When 
a loan is obtained and managed properly, wonderful things hap-
pen», says aziza sallemi, borrower who was able to set up a small 
business that produces carpets, but attention must always be 
placed on preventing microcredit organizations from being used 
for political purposes, and on making loans accessible to all those 
who truly need them, rather than on the basis of political, ethnic, 
or religious affinities.

in general, microcredit can influence the lives of communities 
and nations, but its chances to be successful are higher where there 
is a weaker welfare system: whenever the state decides its mission 
is to overcome poverty, microcredit can help, but it cannot replace 
government action.

MicrocreDit anD polis

Microcredit by its nature acts on the community, the polis of citizens, 
and is constantly making politics. individual capacity development 
within groups and the creation of a new (and often unexpected) work-
ing class have a positive effect on social inclusion. the 
establishment of any polis requires citizens. For every 
individual who escapes out of the limbo of non-exist-
ence, invisibility, or hopelessness, a citizen is born who 
can direct their new strength toward serving the entire 
community.
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microfinance has an undeniable appeal. It is an apparently simple 
idea that has won the hearts of many and given hope to millions of people 
who no one cared about. The entity of the issues it involves is, however, 
more complex, with many unanswered questions. Despite enthusiasm, it is 
best not to turn a blind eye to certain issues faced by the microcredit sys-
tem. Both the theory and method of microcredit as well as its application 
must face challenges and necessities.

Credit or savings? 

Does microfinance effectively reduce poverty? It certainly provides relief 
and helps improve the conditions of many impoverished people, but how 
effective is it really in boosting the local economy ? Different microfinance 
researchers ask themselves about the origins of development through fi-
nancial practices: the first step is credit, which allows for an initial invest-
ment, then the start-up of a productive activity, the profits and the accumu-
lation of savings. Is this the winning scenario? Or is the first step to save a 
sum, even minimal, which marks the beginning of responsible behaviour 
and allows for the accumulation of one’s own resources, together with 
other members of the community, to then start up a business?

Too much hype? 

How much of the worldwide success of microcredit is also due to the 
abundance of effective slogans and the spectacle created around success-
ful experiences, how much of it is due to the enthusiastic support of ce-
lebrities, politicians, and various VIPs? There is probably a tendency to 
“romanticize” microcredit which can sometimes obscure its reality, which 
is always problematic and has unpredictable outcomes within the fight 
against poverty in difficult contexts.

Microcredit, easy to say, 
but… Challenges and necessities 

microcredit! MacrO-sOluTIOns TO eraDIcaTe POVerTy
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Sustainability

the activities of microcredit organizations must be economically viable. 
a microcredit experience is never “automatic”, and people’s minds must 
be changed as a starting point. assistance and training must be offered, 
there are many expenses and those working on the projects must be paid. 
Microcredit is not volunteer work, it is not philanthropy, it is not charity: it 
is a financial practice that aims to bring millions of people out of poverty, 
and therefore must be a responsible and sustainable process. achieving 
economic sustainability is not at all easy, and often dependence on interna-
tional donors can slow down or even block the development process even 
of the best practices. sometimes the will to help the poor is faced with the 
reality of structures that cannot stand on “their own two feet”.
 

Fraudulent microcredit 

success in the media of the term microcredit has generated many imita-
tors that abuse the “brand”. in various parts of the world there are cases 
of institutions that exploit the most vulnerable populations by providing 
small loans with interest rates that can reach unbelievable amounts, even 
more than 100% per annum, in the way of real crooks.

starting from the initial success of Grameen Bank, many financial in-
stitutions have discovered that even the poor repay loans: a new and 
huge market segment for their own financial products. 

therefore, under the guise of microcredit, they have tricked and ex-
ploited those who needed guidance and support. 

so, how can we protect those most vulnerable from these traps? over 
the years, many organizations have attempted to establish criteria to 
give to microcredit a sort of “trademark”, a certification of authentic-
ity. For example, the Microcredit summit campaign has instituted an 
international study group that is responsible for establishing the basic 
requirements in defining what is microcredit, to gather under a “seal of 
excellence”. the european Microfinance network has also created the 
european Microfinance Good practices award, an award recognizing the 
best microfinance practices in europe, testifying to the need for identify-
ing “good” elements and moving away from mystifications.

Is the target right? 

Let us consider a simplified example: if a lender had $ 100 (or any other 
currency) to allocate to the fight against poverty, what would be the best 
thing to do? 

option 1: Give a dollar to 100 people, who must set up a small busi-
ness, just relying on their own strength, and probably competing against 
each other. some will not make it. 

option 2: Give $ 100 to only one person who already has a business so 
that they can expand and offer more solid work, perhaps to100 people. 
there are pros and cons, and important political implications in each of 
the two options. 

the question is not simple and remains unanswered. these two options 
are not the only ones possible. For example, there are those who to resolve 
a series of social problems through a business, placing more attention on 
people’s needs than profit. this is what’s known as social Business, and it 
is becoming more and more widespread...

For a Humane Economy

can microcredit be the solution to all problems of poverty on the planet? 
or it is only a soothing balm that can perhaps help relieve some people, 
but is ineffective from a broader perspective, and irrelevant compared to 
the manoeuvres of the global economy? 

the idea has certainly managed to impose itself, changing some of 
the rules of the economic game that sends the poor off of the playing 
field. Microcredit proposes a humane economy, an Oikos Nomos (more 
or less “good house rule”) that considers the need of every human being 
to live with dignity.

the powerful results, enthusiasm, and dignity of the 
people involved in microcredit have already influenced 
the policies of entire nations and major international 
organizations, and microcredit continues grow through-
out the world.
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gvc onlus – civil volunteer group
is a non-governmental and independent or-
ganization founded in Bologna in 1971. Gvc 
promotes and realizes development coopera-
tion projects and emergency projects all over 
the world. nowadays it works in 25 countries 
in africa, eastern europe, central asia, Middle 
east, southeast asia, Latin and central amer-
ica. Gvc realizes international development 
projects basing its action on complex strate-
gies and integrated approach: Gvc works for 
guaranteeing humanitarian aid to populations 
suffering from conflicts and natural disasters, it 
implements reconstruction, hygiene and food 
security projects; moreover, it is committed 
in rural development projects and in protect-
ing women’s and children’s rights. Gvc pro-
motes local development programs especially 
in these areas: social health, education, agri-
cultural and environmental strategies, micro-
credit, education and promotion of human 
rights, supporting institutions and civil society 
organizations. Moreover, Gvc realizes in italy 
and in europe activities aimed at raising public 
awareness on development, integration, inter-
national cooperation, peace and solidarity is-
sues. Gvc collaborates with public institutions, 
cultural associations, cooperatives and italian 
and european nGos, organizing seminars, 
conferences, exhibitions and festivals, educa-
tion activities in schools and training courses 
for teachers. Gvc produces educational ma-
terials and carries out communication activi-
ties on sensitive issues such as human rights, 

women’s issues, sustainable trade and 
biodiversity.
www.gvc-italia.org

hbaiD - hungarian baptist aiD
Founded in 1996, HBaid is engaged in the 
development cooperation and it is one of the 
most important Hungarian nGos. its main 
sponsors are the eu commission, oiM in-
ternational organization for Migration, act 
international and the Hungarian Ministry of 
Foreign affairs.

HBaid implements projects in 18 countries, 
focusing on assistance in the context of emer-
gency, research and development projects in 
different sectors (education, food security, wa-
ter and sanitation).

it is active in raising awareness on devel-
opment topics, both at national and european 
level, achieving international campaigns to 
communicate with other nGos.

together with local partners, HBaid has im-
plemented a large project to raise awareness 
on the problems of the countries in the devel-
oping world. as part of a project co-funded by 
the european commission, took part in several 
action to raise awareness about migration in 
hundreds of public schools.

the fight against human trafficking has 
been one of the priority areas of HBaid ac-
tions; it has developed great skills in designing 
and implementing specific projects in devel-
opment education. in fact, Hungary HBaid 
manages a community shelter for victims of 
trafficking, and in 2004/2005 has organized 
two international conferences on the subject, 
also participating in the international or-
ganization for Migration training of trainers. 
HBaid has implemented a project to raise 
awareness in the schools of the municipality 
of vienna, involving 8,000 secondary school 
students, tackling the issue of human traf-
ficking from a global point of view. in close 
cooperation with the esF and the european 
Baptist Federation, HBaid took part in the 
edition of the book “anti-trafficking resource 
Book”. HBaid supports local organizations that 
are fighting human trafficking in cambodia, 
vietnam, democratic republic of the congo, 
romania and ukraine.
www.english.baptistasegely.hu

corvinus university of buDapest
Has more than 14,000 students and offers ed-
ucational programmes in agricultural science, 
business administration, economics and social 
sciences, offering courses leading to degrees 
at the bachelor, master and doctoral level in 
many specializations taught in Hungarian, 
english, French and German languages. the 
university’s several organizational units par-
ticipate in the large international interdiscipli-
nary research projects and networks. in spring 
2009 the corvinus university of Budapest was 
awarded the international cooperation prize 
for the high quality institutional coordination 
of the erasmus project within the Life Long 
Learning programme of the european union. 

corvinus university hosts various research 
centres, including “corvinus centre for Local 
development research” which has contribut-
ed to the research and education tasks of the 
eu-financed international project “teaching 
Microcredit”, funded by the european com-
mission. the purpose of the center is to facili-
tate the economic and social development in 
developing countries through research, stud-
ies, training and advice on local development 
policies and aid, combating poverty and busi-
ness development.
www.uni-corvinus.hu

autonoMous province of bolzano 
contributes to international aid with an annual 
budget of 2 millions euros, supporting projects 
that immediately benefit the poor popula-
tion groups in order to improve their living 
conditions in a sustainable way. since 1991 
the province has funded 1506 international 
projects, also supporting local cooperatives in 
ecuador, e.g. Fepp, that focus on microcredit, 
development of small entrepreneurship and 
food security. the province is also sustaining 
every year 20 development education projects 
in the province of Bolzano with the aim to in-
form and create awareness on development 
cooperation, to promote critical understanding 
of the interdependent world and a more sus-
tainable development. 
www.provincia.bz.it 

acc- asociación consorcio De 
cooperación
an nGo founded in 2009 by Medicus Mundi 
andalucía, Fundación etea, asociación para 
la paz y el desarrollo and FaMsi (Fondo an-
daluz de Municipios para la solidaridad inter-
nacional). the purpose of acc is to drive and 
develop a new culture of cooperation, stimu-
lating the coordination among different social 
agents, public and private entities, to achieve a 
sustainable, effective development.
www.accconsorcio.org

university of bologna 
Hosts different experiences of research related 
to microcredit issues. criG, centre for re-
search and intervention on Groups, conducts 
researches and training courses on clinical and 
organizational psychology of groups. unibo 
performs feasibility studies to promote the 
development of individuals and communi-
ties through microcredit and social business, 
and provides training for academic operators. 
Houses the Microfinance international obser-
vatory, founded in 2007, with the honorary 
chairmanship of Muhammad yunus. unibo 
collaborates with the italian national agency 
for Microcredit. in 2010 created the Grameen 
italia Foundation, along with Grameen trust 
and unicredit Foundation, to enable micro-
credit in italy through the social Business, start-
ing from the vulnerable groups, encouraging 
their self-employment.  
www.unibo.it

  
the etea founDation for 
DevelopMent anD cooperation 
etea is a university centre working in research, 
training and action related to the field of de-
velopment and cooperation. created in 2002, 
it continues the work of the society of Jesus of 
cordoba. its focuses on analyzing the critical 
factors linked to the development at local and 
regional level, promoting concrete actions, 
strengthening the aid development system in 
order to improve the quality of cooperation, 
contributing to the creation of human capital.
www.fundacionetea.org

Partners
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