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PREFACE

The policy focus on women empowerment has gathered traction lately 
partly as a result of encouraging growth of the world economy, renewed 
focus on inequality, and the initial success of large-scale income and 
livelihoods social programmes. Efforts aiming at empowerment have 
largely been distributional, characterised by income and opportunity 
transfers. Empowerment initiatives in Tanzania have mirrored those 
on the global stage, spurred on by the country’s historical grounding in 
African Socialism, and abetted by an intersecting of priorities between the 
Government and its development partners. 

Tanzania has since the turn of the millennium implemented multiple social 
protection initiatives aimed at empowering women and other marginalised 
groups in society. These include the establishment of two dedicated agencies 
in the form of the Tanzania Social Action Fund in 2000 and the National 
Economic Empowerment Council in 2005 to coordinate Government 
policy. Empowerment initiatives  include: earmarking of 10 percent of 
Local Government Authority own revenues for women, youth, and disabled 
persons, provision of free primary healthcare for children under the age of 
5, provision of free basic education, piloting of a universal pension for the 
elderly in Zanzibar, as well as a large scale expansion of health insurance 
(albeit at cost). Notwithstanding, the most notable empowerment scheme 
in the last decade has been the evolution of the Tanzania Social Action 
Fund into Productive Social Safety Net (PSSN) system which has seen 
coverage expand from a few thousand households to 250,000 in 2013 and 
later to over a million households in 2016. In relative terms, Tanzania’s 
PSSN covers over a tenth of the population (9.5 percent of those below 
the poverty line, and 3.5 percent in transient poverty). In absolute terms, 
this equates to five million Tanzanians, with women making up over half 
of those covered. 

Yet despite, positive experiences with recent empowerment reforms, 
little is known of how Tanzania’s history and institutions have shaped the 
design and influenced outcomes. This present volume attempts to plug 
these lacunae through a careful analysis of historical processes, events and 
institutions that define the current framework for women empowerment 
in Tanzania. The production of this book was inspired by a research 
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programme implemented by REPOA, between 2014 and 2018, on Growth 
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International Development Research Centre (IDRC) in partnership with 
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PART I





CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Paschal B. Mihyo, Jamal B. Msami, and Donald E. Mmari

1.1. BACKGROUND

The production of this book was inspired by a research programme on 
Growth and Economic Opportunities for Women (GrOW) funded by 
the Canada’s International Development Research Centre (IDRC) in 
partnership with the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and the United 
Kingdom’s Department of International development (DFID). The GrOW 
programme was launched in 2013 in recognition of the fact that women 
are generally constrained in their economic activities and face several 
institutional challenges as they try to accumulate assets and manage their 
livelihoods. REPOA was among the beneficiaries of the programme that 
supported several projects in eighteen countries in South Asia and Sub-
Saharan Africa. The general focus of the GrOW programme was to support 
research that could provide evidence to inform social and economic policies 
to improve poor women’s lives, while promoting economic growth (IDRC, 
2017). 

REPOA’s research project focused on the initiatives of the Government of 
Tanzania through the Tanzania Social Action Fund (TASAF), particularly 
its Productive Social Safety Net Programme implemented since 2012. The 
PSSN extends social assistance to the very poor households, targeting 
those with disadvantaged children, sick elderly people and those suffering 
from chronic diseases (The Tanzania Cash Plus Evaluation Team, 2018). 
Since most of the households’ care is provided by women, the research 
focused on assessing the extent to which social assistance offered by 
TASAF through the PSSN had contributed to the empowerment of women 
in terms of increasing their economic, political and social influence on 
their lives, their households and their communities.

In carrying out the assessment, the research team used a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methods, including a modified index designed 
to measure women’s capacity to make decisions across various domains 
known as the Women Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEIA). TASAF 
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