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“AS WOMEN BECOME
EMPOWERED, THEY LOOK AT
THEMSELVES, AND AT WHAT
THEY CAN DO. THEY ARE
MAKING ECONOMIC PROGRESS
AND ALONGSIDE THAT, MAKING
DECISIONS ABOUT THEIR
PERSONAL LIVES.”

Muhammad Yunus was born in 1940 in Bangladesh.
After earning his Ph.D., he led the economics
department at Chittagong University. When
Bangladesh suffered a famine in 1974, Yunus needed
to help—he decided to give collateral-free loans to
landless rural peasants and impoverished women
who wanted to start their own small enterprises.
This belief, that credit is a fundamental human right,
was realized on a larger scale through Grameen Bank,
which Yunus established in Bangladesh in 1983.
His objective was to help poor people escape from
poverty by providing loans on terms suitable to them
and by teaching them sound financial principles
so that they could help themselves. Over the years,
the Grameen Bank has advanced to the forefront
of a global movement aimed at eradicating poverty
through microlending. As of January 2021, it has 9.38
million members, 97 percent of whom are women.
Muhammad Yunus and Grameen Bank were awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize for 2006 for their efforts to
“create economic and social development from
below.” Yunus’ long-term vision is to eliminate
poverty in the world, and as his work has shown,
microcredit can play a vital part.
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INTERVIEW WITH MUHAMMAD YUNUS
INTERVIEW FROM KERRY KENNEDY’S BOOK SPEAK TRUTH TO POWER, 2000
When I started the Grameen program to provide
access to credit for the poor, I came upon two
major obstacles. First, commercial banks were
institutionally biased against women. Secondly,
they had absolutely blocked credit to the poor by
demanding something no poor person has access to:
namely, collateral.
After overcoming the second issue, I addressed the
first. I wanted half of the borrowers from banks in
my program to be women—a challenge. At first,
women were reluctant to accept loans. They said,
“No, no, I have never touched money in my life. You
must go to my husband. He understands money.
Give the money to him.” So I would try to explain
why a loan would benefit her family. But the more
I tried to approach women, the more they ran away
from me. My colleagues and I worked hard to come
up with a way we could build trust in women so that
they would accept loans from men. We slowed down
our work just to include more women, since this
trust-building took time.
Six years later, proud that half our loans were to
women, we began to see something very remarkable.
Money that went to families through women helped
the families much more than the same amount of
money going to men. Unlike men, women were
very cautious with money and passed benefits on
to their children immediately. They had learned
how to manage with scarce resources. And women
had a longer vision; they could see a way out of
poverty and had the discipline to carry out their
plans. Perhaps because women suffer so much more
from poverty than men, they are more motivated to
escape it.
In contrast, men were looser with money. They
wanted to enjoy it right away, not wait for tomorrow.
Women were always building up things for the
future, for themselves, their children, their families.
We saw a number of such differences between men
and women.
We decided to make a concerted effort to attract
women clients because we got much more mileage
out of the same amount of money. So I created
incentives for our loan officers because they had

such a hard time convincing women to borrow
money from the bank. Today, 94 percent of our loans
go to women.
It has worked in ways we never anticipated. For
instance, women borrowers decided to commit
themselves to a set of promises that they called the
“16 decisions.” These are commitments to improve
the welfare of the borrowers and their families
above and beyond the loans. They agreed to send
their children to school, they decided to maintain
discipline, to create unity, to act with courage, and
to work hard in all their endeavors. They agreed to
keep their families small, to send their children to
school, to plant as many seedlings as possible, even
to eat vegetables. These are some of the resolutions
created by the women, not imposed by the bank.
These aspirations were critical to their lives.
Listening to them, you see what a difference women
make.
A typical initial loan is something like 35 dollars.
The night before a woman is going to accept that
money from the bank, she will be tossing and
turning to decide whether she is really ready for
it. She is scared that maybe something terrible
will happen to her. And finally in the morning her
friends will come over and they will try to persuade
her: “Let’s go through with it. If you don’t go, we
can’t. We can’t always worry. It was not easy coming
to this point. Let’s go.” And finally, with their
encouragement, she will come to the bank.
When she holds that money, it is such a huge
amount in her hands, it is like holding the hope and
treasure that she never dreamt she would achieve.
She will tremble, tears will roll down her cheeks,
and she won’t believe we would trust her with such
a large sum. And she promises that she will pay back
this money, because the money is the symbol of the
trust put in her and she does not want to betray that
trust.
And then she struggles to pay that first loan, that
first installment, which is due the following week,
and the second installment, which is payable the
following week, and this goes on for 50 weeks in
sequence, and every time that she repays another
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installment she is braver! And when she finishes her
50th installment, the last one, and she has now paid
in full, she can say, “I did it!” She wants to celebrate.
It’s not just a monetary transaction that has been
completed, it is nothing less than a transformation
of that person. In the beginning of it all, she was
trembling, she was tossing and turning, she felt she
was nobody and she really did not exist. Now she is
a woman who feels like she is somebody. Now she
can almost stand up and challenge the whole world,
shouting, “I can do it, I can make it on my own.” So
it’s a process of transformation and finding selfworth, self-esteem. Proving that she can take care of
herself.
You see, if you only look at the lending program
of Grameen, you have missed most of its impact.
Grameen is involved in a process of transformation.
The 16 decisions is an example: We found that
Grameen children attend school in record numbers
because their mothers really take that commitment
seriously. And now many of the children are
continuing in colleges, universities, going on to
medical schools, and so on. It is really striking to
see young boys and girls go on to higher levels of
education. The program has been so successful
that we now foresee a big wave of students needing
loans, so we recently came up with another loan
product to finance higher education for all Grameen
children in professional schools. Now they don’t
have to worry about whether their parents will be
able to pay for their higher education when tuition is
so expensive.
A recent study in Bangladesh showed that children
in Grameen families are healthier than nonGrameen children. Scientific American did a study
of population growth in Bangladesh showing that
the average number of children per family 20 years
back was seven, but now it has been reduced to
three. What happened? Why did it happen? Scientific
American has spurred controversy by claiming the
change is due to our program. As women become
empowered, they look at themselves and at what
they can do. They are making economic progress
and alongside that, making decisions about their
personal lives and how many children they choose
to have. And of course Article 16, Decision 1, says
that we should keep our families small. So this is an
important part of the equation. At the population
summit in Cairo all the sessions spoke of the
Grameen model, because the adoption of family
planning practices of women in our program is

twice as high as the national average. Now, we are
not a population program, but this is a beneficial
side effect.
There are other side effects. Starting seven years
back we encouraged Grameen borrowers to
participate in the political process by voting.
Their first reaction was negative. They said, “The
candidates are all devils, so why should we vote for
them?” It was very depressing that people looked at
their electoral process in that way.
So we replied, “OK, yes, they are all devils, but if you
don’t go and vote, the worst devil will get elected.
So go sit down in your centers, discuss who could
be the worst, what could happen if he gets elected,
and if you find this prospect terrible, then you have
an opportunity to choose among all the devils, the
least evil.” People immediately got excited, and we
had almost 100 percent participation in that first
election.
It was very well organized. All the Grameen families
met the morning of the elections, and went to the
voting place together, so the politicians would
take note of their large numbers, so that they
were taken seriously. In the next elections we
organized Grameen families to vote themselves and
also to bring their friends and neighbors to vote,
particularly the women.
The result was that in the 1996 election in
Bangladesh voter participation was 73 percent,
the highest percentage ever. And what shocked
everybody was that across the board more women
voted than men. In fact, women waited for hours,
because when the voting arrangements were made,
the authorities had expected only half the number to
show up.
The outcome changed the political landscape. In the
previous parliament, the fundamentalist religious
party had 17 seats; in the 1996 election, their number
was reduced to three, because women found nothing
interesting in the fundamentalist party’s program.
So that was very empowering, very empowering
indeed.
Then, in last year’s local elections, we were shocked
to see that many Grameen members themselves got
elected. So I went around and talked to those people,
and asked why they chose to run for office. They
said, “You told us to select the least of the devils, and
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we tried, but it was such an ugly job that we got fed
up, and we started looking at each other, thinking,
‘Why are we looking for the least devil, when we are
good people here? Why don’t we run ourselves?’”
And that started the snowball effect, which ended
with more than four thousand Grameen members
elected into local office. That’s amazing. And
the way they talk is completely different. I never
heard women in Bangladesh talking like this. They
are challenging the government. They say, “The
government can’t tell us how to vote. We made
commitments to our electorate.” This is the kind of
thing that happens. So in health care, in political
participation, in the relationship between mother
and child and between husband and wife, there are
transformations of society.
Now you can open up, you can do things, you can
discover your own talent and ability and look at the
world in a very different way than you looked at
before. Because Grameen offers a chance to become
part of an institution, with some financial support
to do your own thing. Our customers are in a kind
of business relationship, but one that makes such a
difference to their lives.
Of course there is resistance. The first resistance
came from the husbands who felt insulted,
humiliated, threatened that their wives were given
a loan and they were not. The tension within the
family structure sometimes led to violence against
the women. So we paused for a while and then
came up with an idea. We started meeting with the
husbands and explaining the program in a way
where they could see it would be beneficial to their
family. And we made sure to meet with husbands
and wives together so everyone understood what
was expected. So that reduced a lot of initial
resistance by the husbands.
Neighborhood men also raised objections, and
cloaked the fact that they felt threatened by women’s
empowerment in religious trappings. We carefully
examined whether our program was in some way
antireligious. But they were hiding behind religion
instead of admitting that they felt bypassed. It was
the male ego speaking in religious terms.
Our best counterargument was just to give it time.
It soon became clear that our borrowers were still
attending to their religious duties, at the same time
earning money and becoming confident. Women
started confronting the religious people. They said,

“You think taking money from Grameen Bank is a
bad idea? OK, we won’t take any more—if you give
the money yourself. We don’t care who gives it to us,
but without money we cannot do anything.” And of
course the religious advocates said, “No, no, we can’t
give you money.” So that was the end of that.
We also received criticism from development
professionals who insisted that giving tiny loans to
women who do not have knowledge and skill does
not bring about structural change in the country or
the village and therefore is not true development at
all. They said development involves multimilliondollar loans for enormous infrastructure projects.
We never expected opposition from the development
quarter, but it happened, and became controversial.
Because what we do is not in their book. They cannot
categorize us, whether right, left, conservative, or
liberal. We talk free market, but at the same time we
are pro-poor. They are totally confused.
But if you are in a classroom situation, you wander
around your abstract world, and decide microcredit
programs are silly because they don’t fit into your
theoretical universe. But I work with real people
in the real world. So whenever academics or
professionals try to draw those conclusions, I get
upset and go back and work with my borrowers—
and then I know who is right.
The biggest smile is from one of those women who
has just changed her existence. The excitement
she experienced with her children, moving from
one class to another, is so touching, so real that
you forget what the debate was in the ballroom of
the hotel with all the international experts, telling
you that this is nothing. So that’s how I’ve got the
strength—from people.
Grameen Bank is now all over Bangladesh, with
2.4 million families. Even in hard times, like this
year’s terrible flood, people are willingly paying and
we’re getting really good loans. That demonstrated
the basic ability of the people to do something that
they believe in, no matter what others say. People
ask, what is the reason that we succeeded, that we
could do it, when everybody said it couldn’t be
done. I keep saying that I was stubborn. So when
you ask if it took courage, I would instead say it
took stubbornness. No matter what kind of beautiful
explanation you give, that’s what it takes to make it
happen.
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COMBATING POVERTY
LESSON GRADE LEVELS 6 TO 8

MICROCREDIT
UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS
• ARTICLE 23: Right to desirable work.
• ARTICLE 25: Right to adequate living standard.
TIME REQUIREMENT
160 minutes
GUIDING QUESTIONS
• What does it mean to live in poverty?
• What are poverty’s far-reaching effects?
• How can we make poverty a thing of the past?
OBJECTIVES
By the end of the lesson, students will:
• Describe poverty and its long-reaching effects.
• Identify factors contributing to the cycle of
poverty.
• Understand banks’ traditional “Three Cs”
approach to lending money.
• Understand Muhammad Yunus’ microcredit
approach.
• Analyze the benefits and challenges of
microcredit.
COMMON CORE LEARNING STANDARDS
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.1
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.4
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.7
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.7
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.9

CONCEPTS
• Economic systems
• Values
• Choice
• Empathy
• Needs and wants
• Factors of production
• Justice
• Decision-making
• Civic values
• Human rights
VOCABULARY
• Poverty
• Bank loans
• Credit
• Three Cs: character, capital (or collateral), and
capacity
• Collateral
• Microcredit
• Grameen Bank
TECHNOLOGY REQUIRED
• Internet for video clips
MATERIALS
• Chart paper or interactive whiteboard
• “May I Have a Loan” worksheet
• Activity 1 reflection sheet (PDF)
• Video clip: Pennies a Day
• Activity 2: Reading for information taken from
Investopedia
• Video clip: UNICEF: Microfinance Promoting
Women in Togo
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ANTICIPATORY SET
•

•

Introduce the following guiding questions to the
class for the next lesson:

a definition or description of “poverty” and how
it affects people’s lives.

•

What does it mean to live in poverty?

•

•

What are poverty’s far-reaching effects?

•

How can we make poverty a thing of the
past?

Conduct a short class discussion, brainstorming

Record students’ answers on chart paper or
interactive whiteboard to refer to during the
unit.

•

Show students this website about poverty:

•

Ask if they think money alone would help those
in poverty improve their lives?

STUDENT ACTIVITIES
ACTIVITY 1
•

Divide students in small groups. Each group is
to pretend they are a group of bank managers in
charge of giving out loans.

•

Distribute “May I Have a Loan?” worksheets to
each group.

•

Review the indicators banks generally look at
in order to determine if a person qualifies for a
loan, called the Three Cs: character, capital (or
collateral), and capacity.

•

Instruct the groups to discuss the pros and cons
of giving the people described on the worksheet
bank loans.

•

When they have finished the exercise, ask
students to share with the class whether they
would be approving the loan and why or why
not.

•

Refer back to the earlier discussion and talk
again about the essential questions: How can we
make poverty a thing of the past if banks don’t
give people loans? Are there any other ideas or
solutions?

HOMEWORK
•

I’ve Learned,” by writing a paragraph answering
the following questions:

Students should review their initial answers
to the “May I Have a Loan?” worksheet and
complete the Activity 1 reflection sheet, “What

•

Why can’t the poor get bank loans?

•

What ideas or solutions can you think of to
address this problem?

ACTIVITY 2
•

Review Activity 1 reflection sheet answers
in a class discussion, summarizing the main
problem: The lack of credit given to the poor
continues the cycle of poverty. Discuss students’
answers to how to break the cycle.

•

Show the class the video clip “Pennies a Day,”
introducing Muhammad Yunus and the Grameen
Bank.

•

Ask students to reflect upon Yunus’ approach
to loaning money to the poor and their own
approach in Activity1.

•

•

How is Yunus’ idea different from traditional
lending practices?

•

What were the benefits of Yunus’ ideas?

Distribute Activity 2: Reading for Information
on the Grameen Bank.
•
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https://grameenfoundation.org/about-us/
leadership/muhammad-yunus

•

The lesson can be differentiated based upon
reading levels:

•

Ask students the following questions in a class
discussion:

•

Reading A Reading for information: taken
from Investopedia

•

When economic problems are solved, what
are the domino effects?

•

Reading B (taken from “Is Grameen Bank
Different from Conventional Banks?
Grameen Bank-Banking for the Poor,” July
2010) is for stronger readers:

•

How might microcredit help reduce poverty?

•

•

•

Students may read independently, or groups
of students with mixed reading abilities
could work together.

Ask students to choose one of the following
activities:
•

After reading the articles, students should
complete the assignments described in the
Activity 2: Reading for Information worksheets,
including drawing a Venn diagram comparing
and contrasting the two banking systems.

Reflect upon Muhammad Yunus’ approach to
combating the age-old problem of poverty. How
can explain to others what you have learned?
Create a written or visual piece (artwork,
PowerPoint, or movie) to share with family
members.
•

Ask students to write a response to the following
question:
•

Do banks have a responsibility to help to end
poverty?

•

Should changes be made to loan practices?

•

Try to “think outside the box,” as Yunus
did—how can you spread his message in a
unique and powerful way? Watch the video
clip “Human Rights Article 28: A Fair and
Free World” as a model

Investigate microfinancing groups and then vote
on an organization to support. Start a class fundraising project such as hosting a hunger banquet
to earn money to make a loan.
•

Women’s Trust, Pokuse, Ghana

ACTIVITY 3

•

The Microcredit Summit Campaign

•

•

Kiva Loans that Change Lives

Review students’ Venn diagrams and written
responses to the Activity 2: Reading for
Information worksheet. Allow students from
each reading group to share information with
the class.

•

Distribute Speak Truth to Power reading on
Muhammad Yunus, to be read as a class:

•

Review the idea that microcredit banking is
helping to end the cycle of poverty and the unit’s
guiding questions.

•

Show the video clip “UNICEF: Microfinance
Promoting Women in Togo” to show students
how microcredit benefits women living in
poverty.

•

Ask students to revisit their initial responses to
the guiding questions:
•

What does it mean to live in poverty?

•

What are poverty’s far-reaching effects?

•

Apply the lessons learned from Muhammad
Yunus’ work to a local poverty issue by
researching current events.

•

After finding statistics or information on
local poverty, ask students to reflect on these
questions:

•

•

How is poverty affecting your local
community/state?

•

Could microcredit be a solution to this
problem?

Ask students to write to the editor of a local
paper or to a local bank explaining what they
have learned about microcredit and why they
believe it can be beneficial to ending local
poverty.
•
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Background information for this project:
2020 New York State Poverty Report

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
THE GRAMEEN BANK
http://www.grameen.com/
Offers in-depth information about the history of
microcredit, the bank’s current function, and how it
continues to help people with access to credit.

MICROCREDIT-NH
https://www.communityloanfund.org/
A U.S.-based microcredit group that works
specifically in New Hampshire to bring small loans to
small businesses.

THE YUNUS CENTRE
http://www.muhammadyunus.org/
The Yunus Centre works toward creating a povertyfree world. Its website is a hub for information and
opportunities related to Yunus’ work and other social
business and microfinance-related enterprises.
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