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Executive Summary 

 

Introduction and Objectives  

The present research has been carried out based on a survey of 420 VGD beneficiaries and 196 

non-beneficiaries. The survey was conducted in 7 divisions of the country. From each division, 

the sample locations consisted of one district, two upazilas and four unions. The main purpose of 

the study is to assess the impact of the program on VGD beneficiaries in reducing poverty and in 

enhancing income and livelihood patterns of program beneficiaries.  

A total of 420 beneficiaries were selected from the 28 sample unions (15 beneficiaries from each 

union). The control group for the present survey was selected in such a way that the non-

beneficiaries belong to similar socio-economic category as that of the program beneficiaries, but 

having no involvement with any safety net programme. From each selected union, 7 control 

households were selected which gave a total of 196 non-beneficiaries from the 28 sample unions.  

Key Findings 

With the exception of some minor variations, the age distribution of both the VGD beneficiaries 

and non-beneficiaries are similar.  About 98% of both the beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries 

fall under the prescribed age range of 18-49 years. The mean age of sample beneficiaries was 

37.46 years, compared to 35.49 for the non-beneficiaries.  

About three-fourths (67.4%) of VGD households are headed by males, while only 32.6% 

households are female-headed. Similarly, 69.9% of non-beneficiary households are male- 

headed and the rest 30.1% are headed by females. However, even though about three-fourths of 

the VGD beneficiaries come from male-headed households, it has been observed during field 

visits that majority of these male heads are engaged as casual or daily labour and they are 

equally vulnerable to food insecurity, hunger and malnutrition. 

The present study has examined the impact of the VGD program on the beneficiaries.Three 

independent indicators are used to see the impact of the program on beneficiary households –

how far the program has been successful in: (a) increasing household incomes, (b) enhancing 

food security, and (c) asset creation/purchase of selected items. The data pertain to 420 

beneficiaries (project) and 196 non-beneficiary (control) households. 

Monthly income is considered to be an important indicator of poverty. The average monthly 

income of the beneficiary households was 37% higher compared to non-beneficiary households 

(Tk. 4053 vs 2954). About a tenth (10.48%) of beneficiary households live on a monthly income, 

which does not exceed Tk. 2000. On the other hand, more than a quarter (29.08%) of the non-

beneficiary households subsists on a monthly income not exceeding Tk. 2000. The per capita 

monthly income was Tk. 1029 for beneficiary households compared to Tk. 771 for non-

beneficiary households. Our findings suggest that a significant majority of beneficiary 

households have been able to increase household income compared to their counterparts in the 

control group. Again, more than one-third (36.91%) of beneficiary households earns more than 

Tk. 4000 per month as against 15 per cent of non-beneficiary households who fall in this income 

group. This implies that in terms of income poverty, beneficiary households are much better off 

compared to non-beneficiary households. 
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The food security situation of VGD households was examined in terms of yearly food deficit 

status and daily meal frequency. The findings show that poverty and food insecurity is extremely 

widespread in the study areas. We have found that 7.14 per cent of the beneficiary households 

are in chronic deficit having year round food deficit, while another 12.62 per cent are in 

frequent deficit (more than 6 months a year). Taken together, these two groups account for one-

fifth (19.76 per cent) of the beneficiary households who are in the worst condition in terms of 

food security. Among the control group, about a half (55%) of the households fall in the category 

of having food deficit for most of the time (more than six months) in a year. Again, by the self-

evaluation criteria, 24.05 per cent of beneficiary households fall into the self-sufficient in food 

category as against only 4.08 per cent of the non-beneficiary households who fall in the ‘self-

sufficient’ category. 

Based on our findings we can say that in terms of monthly income, year round food security and 

housing conditions, the beneficiary households are much better off compared to their non-

beneficiary counterparts. Though a significant proportion of beneficiary households still have 

low incomes, live in poor housing conditions and suffer from food inadequacy for a significant 

part of the year, but compared to their non-beneficiary counter parts, their vulnerability has 

been reduced to a large extent and their poverty situation has improved significantly. 

The main strength of the VGD program is that it could reach the target group of the hard core 

poor women and it has been effective in enabling the beneficiaries to improve their socio-

economic conditions. In addition to the monthly food grain support, the intervention has also 

delivered IGA training in several topics (cow/poultry rearing, vegetable gardening, sewing, etc) 

and social/awareness training in topics covering health, nutrition and “life skills.” Sources of 

livelihoods have expanded because of involvement of women in new and diversified IGAs. 

Most of the beneficiaries reported that food security of the household has improved significantly 

after getting benefits from the VGD program. Conditions with respect to other basic needs like 

health care, clothing, housing, social security etc., have also improved after getting benefits from 

the VGD program. It was also found that the program also helped the beneficiaries to acquire 

some assets, which hold potential for further income. Thus, the VGD program provides the hard 

core poor women with economic security not only for the present but also for the future.   

The Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) program aims at increasing the earning potential 

and social empowerment of the most disadvantaged rural women. During a 24 months cycle, 

wheat is provided (30 kg. /month) to give women a temporary break from the struggle to find 

food and to allow them to participate in training programs, and attend courses focused on 

market based income generating activities, provision of savings and credit, and functional 

education (health, nutrition, literacy, etc). These activities have been successful in improving 

food security of the households headed by widowed, divorced, separated/abandoned women and 

women with disabled husbands.    

The main success of VGD program lies in the fact that the beneficiaries have been able to 

improve their socio-economic condition with positive impact on income, food consumption and 

access to safe housing. In addition, there have been positive changes in the quality of life of the 

members compared to the situation before joining the program as reflected through better access 

to clothing, health care and school enrollment. After joining the program, there have been 
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positive changes in income earning opportunities, land ownership, utilization of sanitary toilets, 

non-land asset ownership, saving habits, school enrollment for children and empowerment of 

women. 

Economic empowerment leads to social empowerment since social insecurity is often seen as 

resulting from economic deprivation. Awareness building has been one of the impacts of the 

program. Lifestyle has shown positive changes in that the use of sanitary toilets and hygienic 

practices with regards to cooking have significantly increased, presumably as an effect of 

awareness program. Some of the beneficiaries now possess radio, watch and other modern 

goods. People are empowered now and are aware of the surrounding environment more than 

before. However, inadequate coverage/limited number of beneficiaries is the major problem of 

VGD program and as such efforts should be made by the government to increase the number of 

beneficiaries through allocating more resources. 

   

Three-fifths (57.69%) of the VGD cardholders are of the opinion that selection was fair enough 

for all the cardholders, while about two-fifths (38.22%) maintain that selection was fair for some 

of the cardholders only. By contrast, less than a fifth (17.02%) of non-beneficiaries maintain that 

selection was fair for all of the cardholders, while a vast majority (70%) of the non-beneficiaries 

are of the opinion that only some of the cardholders belong to eligible group. This discrepancy 

between responses given by beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries may be explained by the fact that 

since the non-beneficiaries are excluded from the program benefits, they are more likely to be 

unhappy about the selection process.  

Respondents were asked to give their opinion about the reasons for giving VGD cards to non-

eligible persons. The main reasons given by respondents include: nepotism (mentioned by 38% 

of VGD beneficiaries and 37% of non-beneficiaries), bias of selection committee (mentioned by 

23% and 21% respectively), pressure of local elite/influential persons (21% and 24% 

respectively), and for voting purpose (11% and 12% respectively).  

Concluding Remarks 

Inadequate coverage of beneficiary is a serious weakness of the VGD program. It was observed 

that many eligible poor women who meet all the eligible criteria for VGD card have been left out 

of the safety net program mainly because of the limited number of beneficiaries covered by the 

program and inadequate funding situation. Findings of the present study (including FGD) reveal 

that in terms of almost all the poverty indicators, the non-beneficiaries are as poor as the 

beneficiaries are. A large majority of our respondents (both beneficiaries and non- beneficiaries) 

maintain that the number of beneficiaries should be at least double than that of the present size.   
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Recommendations  

On the basis of quantitative and qualitative data, the following recommendations can be made:   

• The formation of selection committee is sometimes politically biased, which results in 

miss targeting of beneficiaries.  

• It has been observed that the selection committee has to face tremendous political 

pressure in preparing the list of potential beneficiaries, especially so in areas where the 

local government representatives i.e. chairman/members are supporters of opposition 

political party.   

• The chances of being included in the preliminary list primarily depend on the impression 

of the local level politicians/representatives, and in the process, the poorest of the poor 

and the most deserving, may be excluded. For effective implementation of the program it 

is important to strictly follow the selection criteria and lessen political pressure.  

• There have been complaints of bribery in the process of selection of VGD beneficiaries. 

During the field survey the enumerators have come across with people who had to pay 

money for being included in the beneficiary list. To manage this money for bribing, 

frequently they had to take loan from various sources. However, not everyone has been 

successful in getting a VGD card even after paying money as demanded, as reported by 

the FGD participants. However, the extent of bribing varies by regions. The FGD 

findings and our field observation show that bribery is more common in Barisal division, 

followed by Rajshahi and Khulna division.  

• An innovative process, the so called “lottery system”, was introduced in VGD card 

distribution in some of the unions. Interestingly, this process worked extremely well and 

was appreciated by almost everybody, though there were some minor complains of     

mis-targeting 

• FGD findings and field observation also show that some economically better-off 

households having diversified sources of income, have been given VGD cards, while 

some of the actually deserving and eligible poor households have been left out.  

• There is lack of proper monitoring by MWCA\DWA in the implementation process, 

mainly because of shortage of man power. This needs to be addressed urgently for 

smooth functioning and proper monitoring. There should be mechanism of monitoring the 

food grain/VGD benefit distribution process periodically.  

• Delivery of the grains should be made in packets of 30 kilograms for each beneficiary so 

that there is no scope to tamper with the amount of wheat/atta to be distributed.  
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Chapter One 

Background, Objectives and Methodology 

Introduction 

Poverty refers to various forms of economic, social and psychological deprivation among the 

people who lack adequate ownership, control or access to resources for achieving a minimum 

level of living. It is a multidimensional problem; it is about income deprivation, shortfall in 

consumption and inadequate supply of nutrition. It is about poor access to education, health care 

and lack of food security; it is about risks, uncertainties and vulnerabilities. Given this 

multidimensionality, it is not difficult to see why all routes – income and non-income should 

matter for combating poverty. 

Poverty is massive in Bangladesh, both in terms of absolute numbers and as proportions of total 

population, where a significant proportion of the population lives below the poverty line. The 

most startling consequence of widespread poverty in Bangladesh is that one-fourth of the 

country’s population cannot afford an adequate diet. They are in dire poverty and virtually 

without any assets to cushion lean- season hunger or the crushing blows of illness, flooding, and 

other calamities. The proportion of extreme poor population and precarious conditions of ultra 

poor all add up to a compelling case for safety nets to be a critical priority area for public policy. 

The need for targeted safety net interventions to improve the food security and livelihoods of the 

extreme poor therefore remains strong. 

Safety nets are formal and informal ways of protecting people from destitution. Formal safety 

nets include various transfer programs designed to play both a redistributive and risk reduction 

role. The traditional role of safety nets is to redistribute income and resources to the needy in 

society, so that the impact of poverty is reduced. A more recently identified role of safety nets is 

to help protect individuals, households, and communities against income and consumption risks. 

During the last three decades, the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) has been pursuing a number 

of safety net programs. There are 5 types of social safety net programs; these include: (a) cash 

support program; (b) food aid program; (c) special program for poverty reduction; (d) self- 

employment through micro credit; and (e) some specific programs for poverty alleviation.  

Various safety net programs are expected to bring tangible and direct benefits to the vulnerable 

groups through cash or in-kind transfers. However, their effectiveness to alleviate poverty and 

deprivation is adversely affected because of inefficiency and corruption associated with selection 

of beneficiaries and disbursement of benefits. The issue of leakage is important in this respect. 

Despite all the positive implications of safety net programs that have been piloted in the country, 

they suffer from several weaknesses including minimum coverage, inappropriate targeting, and 

leakage. 
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Poverty Eradication through Safety Net Programs  

Eradication of poverty within the shortest possible time and improvement of quality of life of the 

people are the priority goals committed by the government. One of the notable features of the 

Government’s approach to poverty alleviation is the wider involvement in targeted programs, 

which cover a wide range of activities. These activities include: food aid to establish safety-nets 

for the poor, creation and maintenance of rural infrastructure, rural development programs, 

microcredit programs, and poverty reduction and welfare programs implemented by different 

Government departments and agencies. 

Under the safety-nets for the poor, the various targeted programs are : Food for Works (FFW), 

Gratuitous Relief (GR) and Test Relief (TR),Vulnerable Group Development/Feeding 

(VGD/VGF), Rural Maintenance Program (RMP), Old Age Pension, Allowances for Distressed 

Women, Honorarium for Freedom Fighters and Primary Education Stipend Project (PESP), etc.  

The major program in Bangladesh goes under the name of Food For Work (FFW). It came into 

existence in 1975 and by now it is the most important of all employment-generating 

programmes. Its distinctive feature, compared with earlier programmes, is the payment of wages 

in kind, mainly wheat that is obtained as food aid from the Western world.  

The Cash for Educatiion (PESP) program is designed to support poverty-stricken families to 

send their children to schools by giving income entitlements through food/cash. This enables the 

poor families to release their children from livelihod obligations to attend primary school 

regularly. The target groups include distressed widows, day labourers, insolvent groups, etc. 

Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) is a multi-dimensional food aid program, which is quite 

different from Food for Work and Test Relief. The target group of the VGD program is mainly 

the destitute women. These include landless and asset less women who are widowed, divorced, 

abandoned, having under-nourished children, lactating mothers and women with handicapped 

husband etc.  

The Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) Program, which was initiated in the wake of the 

1974 famine, is designed to reach those households/beneficiaries who are at highest risk of 

hunger, the poorest and especially female-headed households. In recent times, this program for 

destitute women is trying to move from its role of relief provider to larger development role like 

providing training on life skills and income generating skills to women beneficiaries. The VGD 

program has evolved over time to focus on helping poor women graduate out of poverty. 

Currently about 750,000 women participants (about 3.75 million beneficiaries) from ultra-poor 

households receive a monthly food ration combined with a package of development services.   

The Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) Program: A Brief History 

Chronic food insecurity is one of the important constraints that make the extreme poor highly 

vulnerable and limits and/or negates their efforts to escape the severe forms of poverty. The link 

between extreme poverty and the degree of food insecurity had been the foundation on which the 
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World Food Program in the wake of 1974 famine in Bangladesh initiated the Vulnerable Group 

Feeding (VGF) in 1975, which was later renamed as Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) 

Program.  

The Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) program exclusively targets poor women and 

provides a monthly food ration over a period of 24 months. The concentration on mere food 

grain transfer, through providing two years of relief for the most vulnerable, was considered 

inadequate in sustaining such women at levels above poverty because of its failure to address the 

systemic basis of poverty and gender inequality. Hence, since the early 1980s, there has been a 

progressive reorientation in the Program from providing relief, to supporting development. In 

1987, the government and the WFP transformed their existing VGF program in both name and 

substance; Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF) card holders became Vulnerable Group 

Development (VGD) card holders to reflect the expanded and significantly different focus of 

WFP relief efforts. The program was redesigned with the new objectives of “increasing the self-

reliance of the most disadvantaged women”. The added components of the program include 

savings, credit, functional education, training in income generating skills, health and nutrition as 

well as legal issues.  

The program currently attempts to improve the economic and social situation of VGD women so 

that they may graduate beyond their existing conditions and be able to sustain themselves above 

the hardcore poverty level. More specifically, the immediate objectives of the VGD program are: 

a) to increase the income earning capacities of women by: 

i) providing training in marketable skills; 

ii) encouraging the accumulation of seed capital through savings; 

iii) providing access to credit. 

b) to increase functional knowledge, including literacy of women through training and 

participation in group activities.   

c) to increase the food intake of women and their family members. 

The activity is coordinated by the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs (MWCA) and 

implemented by the Department of Women Affairs (DWA). Partner NGOs provide the 

development package services (including training and micro-finance) to VGD women 

under a Deed of Agreement signed with DWA. 

The Role of VGD Program in Empowering Women  

The objectives of the Vulnerable Group Development Program are to alleviate the deteriorating 

nutritional situation amongst the distressed groups of women and children and to initiate a 

process of rehabilitation by combining food assistance with health care, functional literacy and 

skill training. Other objectives are to increase the earning capacity and capability of the 

beneficiaries through training in income-earning skills, community activities to improve the 
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economic and social status of the beneficiaries, and to create income-earning opportunities 

through the use of savings and provision of credit.  

The VGD activity is the world's largest development intervention that exclusively targets 

extreme poor women. The VGD is an integrated approach that provides food grain 

combined with a package of development services. The aim of the programme is to 

enhance food and nutrition security of women and children through improved food 

consumption, education, skills development, livelihood diversification and risk 

mitigation. To achieve the programme objective, the activity assists the ultra-poor women 

with the provision of monthly food ration of 30 kg of wheat or 25 kg of fortified wheat 

flour (atta) for a period of 24 months, and a package of development services for human 

capital development. This development package includes 

• training in health, hygiene and nutrition, civil and legal rights, literacy and 

numeracy, HIV awareness and disaster preparedness measures; 

• income-generating skills training activities to provide income-earning 

opportunities; enrolment in personal savings mobilization programmes; and 

• micro-credit support aimed at securing small businesses to enhance livelihood 

security. 

VGD Selection Criteria 

The selection criteria for the VGD women specify that women from landless households or 

households owning less than 15 decimals (0.15acre) of land, women with irregular income (less 

than Taka 300 per capita per month) or no household income, women who are daily or casual 

labourers, and women from households lacking ownership of productive assets, be selected. 

Additionally, preference is given to female headed–households (widowed, divorced, separated, 

deserted women or women with disabled husbands).  

The concentration of beneficiaries under different districts depends on the concentration 

of poverty as identified through vulnerability analysis and mapping exercise. The number 

of cards allocated to each of the upazila is decided according to the food insecurity and 

vulnerability map, which has been jointly established by the Government and WFP. The 

allocation of cards to each Union Parishad is done according to the vulnerability and the size of 

the population. .  

For the selection of the VGD women, the Government of Bangladesh requires the creation of a 

VGD Women Selection Committee. This committee establishes a list of beneficiaries, which has 

to be approved by the authorities at the upazila and district level. 

The Three-pronged approach (food grain safety net, training and credit) still lies at the core of 

VGD program. The selection of VGD women is done by local elected representatives (i.e. UP 

chairman/member). The selection is based on three criteria: widowed or abandoned female-

headed households, households owning less than 15 decimals of land and households earning 
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less than Taka 300 per month. In the 2005–2006 VGD cycle, a new set of selection criteria was 

introduced. According to the ‘inclusion’ criteria, a household should meet at least four of the 

following criteria, and those meeting all five will be given priority: 

1. Consumes less than two full meals per day; 

2. Owns no land or less than 0.15 acre of land; 

3. Very poor housing conditions (construction material and sanitation facilities); 

4. Extremely low and irregular family income (less than Tk 300 per month)  from daily 

or casual labor; and 

5. Household headed by a woman with no adult male income earner and no other source 

of income. 

The new criteria also included ‘exclusion’ criteria stating that no VGD card will be provided to 

women in any of the following categories: 

1. Not within the 18–49 age group; 

2. Already member of other food and/or cash assistance programs; and 

3. Were VGD cardholders at any time  

In selecting the beneficiaries, priority is given to women who: 

• Are physically fit; 

• Have the ability to develop their economic and social condition; 

• Are interested to work in a group. 

One household can only have one VGD card. The selected VGD cardholder woman should be 

physically and mentally sound and must be from amongst the most vulnerable and poor 

households in the union. The budget for VGD program during financial year 2010-11 was Tk 

638.33 crore, which was Tk. 595.17 crore in 2009-10. 

Effectiveness of Targeting  

According to WFP’s own definition, the targeted beneficiaries ‘belong to vulnerable social 

groups such as divorced, abandoned, widowed and asset less women’ (1999). In 1993, WFP 

initiated the first series of studies that describe and analyse the effects and impact of different 

VGD interventions on the participating women. These studies assessed both the level of 

economic well-being as well as the empowering process that these women went through in 

increasing their awareness about gender-related social issues, in participating in the public 

sphere, and in gaining more control over resources, over decision making, and over their 

personal lives. 

The first series of studies have focused on three different interventions (the Union Parishad 

VGD, the BRAC IGVGD, and the Jagorani Chakra Program), that have been pursued in the 
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1992/94 VGD cycle. The studies have strongly indicated that women involved in the IGVGD 

Program earn higher incomes than women in the other interventions. Findings also show that 

even after the completion of the VGD cycle only the BRAC IGVGD women continue to earn 

incomes that are in excess of what they earned while receiving the income transfer in the form of 

food grain. They also have significantly increased their individual asset position. 

The study by Hashemi (1996) does confirm the successful targeting of VGD women. According 

to Hashemi, more than 40% of the VGD women live without husbands, 90% are illiterate, more 

than three-quarters have monthly incomes (excluding the wheat income transfer) of less than TK 

300 or no income at all. More than 95% of the women are from households with less than 0.5 

acres of agricultural land, and almost all have very few household assets. Hashemi's estimate 

shows that about two-thirds of the households have a daily calorie intake that is less than the 

poverty level intake of 2100 kcl. About half of the households even have a daily per capita intake 

below the "hard core" poverty line of 1800 kcl. 

Hashemi's (1996) estimate also show that on the average, the women own two sarees, while 

about half of them own sandals. More than half of the women own at least one chicken and 

around one-fifth of them own goats and sheep. About half of the women have made purchases 

with their own money during the last month, mainly at the doorstep or from the village shop. 

Only a few women have ventured to the village market, and between 28 to 52 per cent of the 

women think that the program has positive impact on their personal income. 

Hashemi has also found that an overwhelming majority of the women have savings accounts in a 

bank or post office, as it is required for participation in the Program. The average amount saved 

per month on these accounts or with NGOs is about Tk. 25, which complies with the program 

design. 

Ali (1992) has conducted an evaluation of VGD and has found that the selection of VGD 

beneficiaries is made as per the criteria. The majority of the women are heads of household and 

the main providers of their families, and they have very marginal amounts of income and almost 

all of them are landless. Their consumption patterns indicated their high levels of poverty. They 

lack any productive assets and rudimentary education. The women VGD cardholders considered 

lack of capital as the major obstacle in enhancing their income.  

Ali (1992) maintains that a large number of destitute/poor women and children are being reached 

by this relief-cum-human resource development program. According to Ali, about 0.5 million 

women and children receive food aid under the VGD program. Assuming that each female-

headed household consists of four members, the total number of beneficiaries of VGD program 

would be roughly about 2 million. 

Ali concluded that programs for alleviation of poverty must consider a range of quality of life 

variables such as nutrition, health and sanitation, housing, personal security, access to 

distribution system, and participation. The VGD program can take care of some of these 

variables, if it is better organised and delivered.   
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According to Hashemi (2001), the general record of VGD targeting is quite good. However, the 

latest evidence shows that the most important element of VGD selection process was that the 

targeting process was not transparent and depended on the relationship with the Ward 

Member/Selection Committee. The UP Chairman or member is likely to take key decisions 

regarding who makes it on the beneficiary list. Lobbying by poor people is an important factor in 

how beneficiaries are selected. A number of interest groups are usually involved in the selection 

process. In most cases, they try to select their own people. Payment of bribes also plays a 

significant role in the process. Inability to pay for cards by the poor may limit their chances of 

being selected. 

The recent evidence from Mannan (2010) also shows that some of the VGD women were found 

to have a diversified income and were more likely to have husbands with earned income. Female 

UP members, who have the official privilege of selecting 50 per cent of the VGD women, 

sometimes play a key role in selecting program participants. The UP member and other 

influential people make the list of beneficiaries and enjoy benefit out of it. “On more than one 

occasion during our field work, it was found that the UP chairman and some of the members take 

bribes ranging from Tk. 500-1500 from most of the beneficiaries of Old Age Allowance and 

VGD program” (Mannan 2010:40). Thus, paying bribe or otherwise putting pressure on the 

selection committee plays an important role for being selected as beneficiaries. This would 

exclude some of the poorest from the list.  

Objectives 

The vulnerable Group Development Activity attempts to improve the socio-economic conditions 

of poor women who are widowed, divorced, separated/abandoned or with disabled husband. The 

Ministry of Women and Children Affairs, the Government of Bangladesh, intends to carry out an 

evaluation study about the impact of VGD program on the beneficiary women. The main 

purpose of the present evaluation is to assess the effect of program intervention and to examine 

the impact of the VGD program on the beneficiaries. More specifically, efforts will be made:  

• To establish the benefits accruing from VGD program;  

• To review the targeting, selection and disbursement process of VGD program; 

• To draw appropriate lessons for further development of the program; 

• Suggest some crucial policy recommendations. 

Scope of the study 

General scope 

• To review existing information on VGD program; 

• To assess the extent and coverage of the program; 

• To explore beneficiary perceptions on the program with a view to drawing 

necessary policy conclusions. 
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Specific scope 

• To assess the targeting, allocation and coverage of VGD program; 

• To undertake an area survey to assess: 

- extent of the beneficiary reach; 

- issues of leakage; 

- impact at the beneficiary level; 

- impact at the community level;  

- social perceptions on these programs. 

• To assess the impact of the program towards empowering women; 

• To discuss with implementing actors at union and upazila level, to get their views 

on its successes, challenges and scope for further improvements.  

Study Focus 

The present evaluation has been designed to permit an assessment of the impact of the VGD 

program on the beneficiaries. The evaluation survey collected information on income, 

occupation and land holding status of the beneficiary households. According to selection criteria, 

women who are widowed, deserted/divorced, and women whose household income does not 

exceed Tk. 300 per capita per month are entitled to receive the VGD allowance. The VGD 

program is supposed to target the rural poorest and destitute women. Our main emphasis in the 

present evaluation is to see:  

(i) How far the project (VGD) has been successful in increasing income level of the 

beneficiaries and empowerment of women?  

(ii) To what extent the participation of women in the VGD program has been effective in 

increasing the social awareness regarding gender issues and participation in income 

earning activities? 

(iii) What are the options, constraints and choices regarding earning opportunities for the 

beneficiaries?  

Methodology  

In the pursuit of satisfying the objectives, the study employed a three-track methodology: 

1. The first tract consisted of analysis of available statistics on program content, allocations 

and coverage. An indicative list of the sources of secondary data is given below: 

• Government documents/reports; 

• Project documents/reports; 

• Reports of bilateral/multilateral agencies (if available); 

• Seminar/workshop proceedings 
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2. The second track consisted of a household and community level survey to examine the 

impact of VGD program at the beneficiary level and local perceptions on the program 

including how the program can be further improved and strengthened. 

3. The third track consisted of In-depth Interview/Key Informant Interview (KII) with service 

providers and local level administration (UP Chairman/member, upazila level govt. officials 

etc) to identify policy level gaps and linkages. 

Size of Sample/Selection of Sample 

The usual methodology in this kind of evaluative study is “before-after” comparison. If 

benchmark data on key variables prior to the initiation of the project are available, these are 

compared with the same set of variables after the project starts operating (with a gap of several 

years). Since benchmark data are not available for the present evaluation, we have followed the 

“with-without” comparison to evaluate the impact of VGD program. In order to be able to assess 

the impact of VGD program on beneficiary women, we also covered respondents from ‘control 

group’. Comparison of beneficiaries/ program participants was made with the control group 

(non-beneficiaries).  For this purpose, the ‘control’ group was selected in such a way that the 

non-beneficiaries belong to similar socio-economic category as that of the VGD beneficiaries, 

but are not covered by any of the safety net programs. 

The Union is the lowest administrative unit in the VGD program. The present study was based 

on primary data collection and interviews in each of the country’s seven divisions. In each 

division, the sampling frame comprised one District, two Upazilas and four Unions. Thus, 4 

unions from each division and a total of 28 unions from seven divisions were selected for the 

impact study as detailed below. 

Selection of District, Upazila and Unions  

A critical aspect of the study is the selection of districts, upazilas and unions, so that they are 

representative of the universe and provide a good data base. At the first stage, all the districts in 

each division were listed and one district was selected at random from each division (total of 7 

districts). At the second stage, all the upazilas in the sample district were listed and 2 upazilas 

were selected purposively: one having ‘very high’ concentration of poverty and the other with 

relatively ‘low’ concentration of poverty. This gave a total of 14 selected upazilas from the 7 

sample districts. At the third stage, from each sample upazila, two unions were selected 

randomly. This gave a total of 28 selected unions from the seven divisions. At the final stage, 15 

beneficiaries were selected at random from each union.  Thus, a total of 420 VGD beneficiaries 

from 28 unions were covered under the present evaluation. The number of sample districts, 

upazilas and unions are shown in Table 1.2.  
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Table 1.1: Number of Sample Districts, Upazilas and Unions by Division 

Division Sample 

Districts 

Sample 

Upazilas 

Sample 

Unions 

No. of Respondents  

Program  Control  

Dhaka 1 2 4 4 x 15 = 60 4 x 7 = 28 

Chittagong 1 2 4 4 x 15 = 60 4 x 7 = 28 

Rajshahi 1 2 4 4 x 15 = 60 4 x 7 = 28 

Khulna 1 2 4 4 x 15 = 60 4 x 7 = 28 

Barisal 1 2 4 4 x 15 = 60 4 x 7 = 28 

Sylhet 1 2 4 4 x 15 = 60 4 x 7 = 28 

Rangpur 1 2 4 4 x 15 = 60 4 x 7 = 28 

All  7 14 28 420 196 

 

Selection of Control Groups 

The benefits of a program on its participants may not be reflected accurately in a comparison of 

the relevant indicators of the beneficiary at the completion of the programme due to some 

autonomous changes or various other interventions that may affect the programme beneficiary.  

Hence, comparable non-participants in the programme – the “control” households, need to be 

selected. They should be selected in such a way that the socio-economic background and age-sex 

structure of the control households are similar to those of the beneficiary households. The 

rationale for selecting “control households” during for the impact survey is that it would better 

indicate the impact of the program on the beneficiary households.   

The control group was selected from the same unions as that of the beneficiary households and 

they were selected in such a way that the non-beneficiaries belonged to similar socio-economic 

category as that of the program beneficiaries, but having no involvement with any safety net 

programs. There were 7 non-beneficiaries compared to 15 beneficiaries from each of the selected 

unions. The number of respondents from program and control groups by division is shown in 

Table 1.1, which shows that in the process of covering 28 unions from the seven divisions, 

information was collected from 420 program beneficiaries and 196 non-beneficiaries. 

Methods of Data Collection  

This present evaluation study employed a variety of methodologies such as questionnaire survey, 

case studies and FGDs. Data collection was carried out in two different phases. Phase I involved 

conducting a survey among the VGD beneficiaries in the selected unions/areas. In the second 

phase, a number of case studies (life histories of beneficiaries) were prepared and several FGDs 

were conducted with beneficiaries and local leaders/influential members. 
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Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected for the evaluation survey. 

Quantitative 

• Face to Face interview using structured questionnaire 

Qualitative Data 

• Focus Group Discussion (FGD) 

• Key Informant Interview (KII) 

• Case study 

Focus Group Discussion (FGD) 

• Local level representatives (UP chairman/member) 

• Female UP member 

• School Teachers 

• Community leaders 

•  Religious leaders 

• Women Groups/NGO Workers 

Data collection Instruments 

For the questionnaire survey, a pre-tested structured questionnaire was used. The questionnaire was 

developed to obtain information on (i) socio-economic and demographic characteristics (age, 

marital status, education, occupation, land ownership, income, indebtedness etc.); (ii) status of 

household food security;  (iii) opinion regarding selection process and fairness of VGD beneficiary 

selection, etc. An effort was made to assess the improvement in housing condition and increase in 

household income and food security because of participation in the program. The perception of 

beneficiaries about their entitlement and actual amount of wheat/rice received was also assessed.  

Focus Group Discussion (FGD) 

In addition to indepth survey of beneficiaries, information was obtained through FGD. There 

were 2 FGDs in each location : one with community ledaders and another with the beneficiaries.. 

Under the FGD with  community leaders, local level leaders/influential people, school teachers, 

NGO workers, were assembled together to discuss about various aspects regarding selection and 

coverage of the VGD program. In addition, KII was conducted with program managers/service 

providers including the Upazila Women Affairs Officer, UNO, and other Upazila level officials, 
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UP chairman and members (especially female), for identification of existing gaps and 

weaknesses and measures needed to address these. 

Case Study 

In the last phase, several individual case studies were prepared. The case histories required an 

altogether different approach to data collection. This were based on observation, informal 

conversation and detailed note keeping. The case studies included female-headed households, 

widowed, divorced and seperated women. The case studies  illustrated the range of variations in 

poverty experience and the extent of benefits received by beneficiary women.  

Organization of the Report  

The report is organized into 6 chapters. Chapter 1 begins with an introduction, provides with a 

brief description of the safety net programs, presents a brief literature review and specifies the 

research objectives, and methodology of the study. The second chapter deals with background 

characteristics and socio-economic profile of VGD and non-beneficiary households, while 

Chapter 3 provides with a brief description on health and hygienic practices of beneficiary and 

control households. The impact of VGD program on beneficiary households is analysed in 

Chapter 4, while Chapter 5 discusses the problem associated with the selection of beneficiaries. 

Chapter 6 starts with a brief discussion on the major issues, identifies the strengths of the 

program and concludes with some recommendations.  
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Chapter Two 

Socio-economic Profile of Respondents  
 

Introduction  

Vulnerable Group Development Program (VGD) targets extreme poor households from the 

community with particular socio economic characteristics. Table-2.1 represents a discussion of 

socio-economic conditions of the beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries using selected number of 

parameters. 

Findings from Table 2.1 suggest that both the program and control group respondents have 

similar demographic characteristics in terms of age composition and household size. The average 

age of the VGD respondents was 37.46 years compared to 35.49 years for the non-beneficiaries. 

The average household size was 4.16 for the VGD cardholders, compared to 4.05 for the non-

beneficiary households. The average landholding size of VGD beneficiaries (3.51 decimals) was 

slightly higher than the size of landholdings of non-beneficiary households (2.40 decimals). 

Similarly, the average monthly income of VGD households (Tk. 4053.23) was 27 per cent higher 

than that of   non-beneficiary households (Tk. 2954.49); while the mean per capita income was 

Tk. 1029.05 and Tk. 771.06 for beneficiary and non-beneficiary households respectively. But the 

non-beneficiary households were more loan dependent than the VGD households, which is 

reflected by the outstanding loan size of both categories of households. The data shows that the 

VGD beneficiaries (with loan size of Tk. 2231.17) were around 31 percent less   loan dependent 

than the non-beneficiary households (with outstanding loan of Tk. 3222.35). 

Table 2.1a: Salient Characteristics of Beneficiary and non-beneficiary Respondents 

Category  VGD cardholders  Non-beneficiaries  

Averages 

Age of respondents  37.46 35.49 

Household size 4.16 4.05 

Land holding size (in decimals) 3.51 2.40 

Monthly household income 4053.23 2954.49 

Per capita monthly income 1029.05 771.06 

Outstanding  loan  2231.17 3222.35 
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Table 2.1b Socio-demographic Characteristics of Beneficiary and Non- beneficiary Households 

Variables Per cent distribution 

Beneficiary Households 

(n =420) 

Non-beneficiary Households 

( n =196) 

Age of respondents (Years) 

18 – 49 98.10 97.96 

50+ 1.90 2.04 

Marital Status  

Married 72.86 76.02 

Widowed 20.48 18.37 

Divorced 2.86 1.53 

Separated/Abandoned 3.81 4.08 

Land ownership 

No land 29.05 30.10 

Up to 5 Decimals 45.95 52.55 

6-10 Decimals 18.33 15.0 

11-15 Decimals 5.24 2.9 

15+ 1.43 1.4 

Education of respondents 

Illiterate 57.14 51.02 

Can read and write only 5.96 5.10 

Up to Primary 28.33 36.22 

Up to Class IX 6.43 5.10 

SSC  2.14 2.01 

HSC and Above                                                         

Average Household Size 4.16 4.05 

Gender of Head 

Male 67.38 69.9 

Female  32.62 30.1 

Occupation of Household Head 

Agriculture/farming 2.62 3.06 

Casual labour (Agriculture) 26.19 26.53 

Casual labour (Non-agriculture) 23.81 26.53 

Small business/petty trading 7.86 7.65 

Service/salaried job 0.95 1.02 

Self-employed 2.62 1.53 

Rickshaw/Van puller 9.52 7.14 

Handicraft  3.33 3.57 

Sick/disabled/ Dependent 4.29 5.1 

Housewife 2.62 1.53 

Unemployed 0.48 0.51 

House maid/ Domestic help 13.1 14.8 

Others 2.62 1.02 

Occupation of Respondent  

Agriculture/farming 0.85 22.45 

Casual labour (Agriculture) 20.24 8.67 

Casual labour (Non-agriculture) 8.81 - 

Small business/petty trading 0.95 - 

Service/salaried job 0.24 - 

Self-employed 2.14 1.53 

Rickshaw/Van puller -  

Handicraft  2.86 3.57 

Sick/disabled/ Dependent 0.71 1.02 

Housewife 47.14 46.94 

Unemployed - 1.02 

House maid/ Domestic help 15.24 14.29 

Others 0.71 0.51 
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Socio-economic Characteristics 

Age of respondents 

Among beneficiary interviewed, 98.10 percent respondents belong to the age group of 18-49 

years and another 1.90 percent belong to the age group 50 and above years. In case of non-

beneficiary, 97.96 percent belong to age group 18-49 and only 2.04 percent belong to age group 

50 and above. This percentage distribution of women entrepreneurs by age indicates that most of 

the beneficiaries are well targeted by the selection committee. Because one of the pre conditions 

under the selection criterion is that the selected beneficiary must belong to the age group of 15 to 

49 years (Table-2.2). 

Marital Status 

From socio-cultural perspectives in Bangladesh, marital status of women is also an important 

factor that has vital influence on women’s socio-economic and political life. Among the women 

interviewed, 72.86 percent of the beneficiaries are married, 20.48 percent are widowed, 3.81 

percent are separated/ abandoned and 2.86 percent are divorced.  

In case of non-beneficiaries, similar marital status was observed. About 76.02 percent non-

beneficiaries are married, 18.37 percent are widowed, 4.08 percent are separated or abandoned 

and 1.53 percent are divorced.  

Land ownership  

Land is at the centre of rural lives in Bangladesh. It has inherent value and it creates value. A 

plot of land can provide a household with physical, financial and nutritional security, and provide 

a laborer with a source of wage. Therefore, land is a basis for identity and status within the rural 

community. But in case of VGD beneficiaries, they tend to have limited cultivable lands and in 

many cases, they do not even own the homestead land on which they set up their shacks. Based 

on its uses, land is disaggregated into two categories. One is cultivable land, which is usually 

used for producing crops and the other is homestead land, which is used mainly for 

accommodation purposes. Here we have considered total owned land including homestead and 

cultivable land. 

Table 2.2 shows that 29 per cent of the beneficiary households have no land at all. However, 

around 46 per cent of the households own land up to 5 decimals and 18.33 per cent own land 

between 5 to 10 decimals, while 5.24 percent own land between 11 to 15 decimals and only 1.43 

percent own land above 15 decimals. The situation is not very different in case of non-

beneficiary households, as they also have the similar land size pattern. About 30 percent of the 

non-beneficiaries do not have any land, not even homestead land, around 53 percent of non-

beneficiaries have land up to 5 decimals, 15 percent have land between 6 to 10 decimals, 2.9 

percent have land ranging between 11 to 15 decimals  and 1.4 percent have above 15 decimals of 

land.   
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Table 2.2: Distribution of Respondents by Socio-economic Characteristics (%) 

 

Indicators  VGD beneficiaries  Non-beneficiaries  

 

Age of respondents (Years) 

18 – 49 98.10 97.96 

50+ 1.90 2.04 

Marital Status 

Married 72.86 76.02 

Widowed 20.48 18.37 

Divorced 2.86 1.53 

Separated/Abandoned 3.81 4.08 

Unmarried  - - 

Land ownership 

No land 29.05 30.10 

Up to 5 Decimals 45.95 52.55 

6-10 Decimals 18.33 15.0 

11-15 Decimals 5.24 2.9 

15+ 1.43 1.4 

Education of respondents 
Illiterate 57.14 51.02 

Can read and write only 5.96 5.10 

Up to Primary 28.33 36.22 

Up to Class IX 6.43 5.10 

SSC  2.14 2.01 

HSC and Above                                                      -                                        0.51 

 

Education 

Level of education is negatively correlated with the level of poverty. Table-2.2 provides 

distribution of the respondents by educational level. From the table it is seen that there is no 

major difference in the literacy level of the project and control group. More than half (57.14%) 

of the beneficiary respondents were illiterate; the corresponding figure for the control group was 

51.02 per cent. Again, 8.51 per cent of the beneficiaries had education beyond primary level as 

against 7.11 per cent for the control group. Around 6 per cent of the beneficiaries can only write 

their names. These criteria of education status do match with the indicator of poverty at the 

household level.  

Gender of Household Head 

In the present research, female-headed households are defined in such a way that it consists of 

two broad categories of households:   

(i) A household where no adult male member is present owing to death, divorce/ 

desertion or separation (i.e. a household headed by single mother–widowed, divorced 

or deserted woman).  

(ii) A household in which the adult male is disabled or sick, contributing little or nothing 

to family income (whose authority is transferred to the wife).  

Female-headed households are more likely to be in poverty at any point of time than are male-

headed households. The economic conditions of a female-head varies considerably depending on 
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such factors as her marital status, her access to land, income and other resources, and the 

composition of the household. Frequently, female-headed households have a high dependency 

ratio and limited access to employment and basic services and consequently, all too often, fall 

below the poverty line, and are disproportionately represented amongst the poorest of the poor.   

It is observed from Figure 2.1 that 67.38 percent of VGD households are headed by males, while 

only 32.62 percent of households are female-headed. By contrast, around 70 percent of non-

beneficiary households are male- headed and the rest, slightly over 30 percent are headed by 

females. However, even though the majority of the VGD cardholders come from male-headed 

households, it has been observed during field visits that majority of these male heads are engaged 

as casual or daily labour and they are equally vulnerable to food insecurity, hunger and 

malnutrition.   

Figure 2.1: Distribution of Respondents by gender of Household Head (%) 

 

Occupation 

Poor households have wage labor as major source of earning. This is particularly true for all 

regions in Bangladesh. In the recent survey we found that 50 per cent of the household heads had 

day labor as principal occupation. This is also true for the non-beneficiary households (53.06 

percent). Table 2.3a shows the distribution of respondents by principal occupation of household 

head. The predominant occupation is indeed casual or daily labor (50 per cent). Day laboring and 

van/rickshaw pulling together constitute as the principal occupation for sixty per cent of the 

beneficiary and non-beneficiary households. Trading (small business) and house maid/domestic 

help constitute other two major occupations of the households. It is also noted from the table that 

a sizable number of household heads (4.29 percent and 5.1 percent respectively) are found to be 

sick, disabled or dependent on others, and such households are exclusively dependent on earning 

of the female members.  
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Table 2.3a: Distribution of Respondents by Occupation of Household Heads (%) 

Occupation VGD 

Cardholders 

Non-

beneficiaries  

Overall 

Agriculture/farming 2.62 3.06 2.76 

Casual labour (Agriculture) 26.19 26.53 26.30 

Casual labour (Non-agriculture) 23.81 26.53 24.68 

Small business/petty trading 7.86 7.65 7.79 

Service/salaried job 0.95 1.02 0.97 

Self-employed 2.62 1.53 2.27 

Rickshaw/Van puller 9.52 7.14 8.77 

Handicraft  3.33 3.57 3.41 

Sick/disabled/ Dependent 4.29 5.1 4.55 

Housewife 2.62 1.53 2.27 

Unemployed 0.48 0.51 0.49 

House maid/ Domestic help 13.1 14.8 13.64 

Others 2.62 1.02 2.11 
 

Under this study, since all the respondents are females, they are more likely to be involved in 

work in agriculture sector or household work. This is the traditional work culture in Bangladesh 

where most of the women are found to be engaged in. It is evident from the Table-2.3b that 

‘housewife’ is the occupation of 47.1% of women beneficiaries. Among others, 20.24 percent are 

engaged as day labor in agriculture and 15.24 percent as housemaid or domestic help. In case of 

non-beneficiary, similar pattern is observed –majority being housewives. But farming and 

domestic help are found to be the second and third most important activity among the non-

beneficiary women. 

 

Table 2.3 b: Distribution of Respondents by Occupation (%) 

Occupation  VGD cardholders Non-beneficiaries  

Agriculture/farming 0.85 22.45 

Casual labour (Agriculture) 20.24 8.67 

Casual labour (Non-agriculture) 8.81 - 

Small business/petty trading 0.95 - 

Service/salaried job 0.24 - 

Self-employed 2.14 1.53 

Rickshaw/Van puller -  

Handicraft  2.86 3.57 

Sick/disabled/ Dependent 0.71 1.02 

Housewife 47.14 46.94 

Unemployed - 1.02 

House maid/ Domestic help 15.24 14.29 

Others 0.71 0.51 
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Income Earners  

Information on the number of earning members helps us to understand the level of income of the 

household as well. If we assume that level of income is same, then higher number of members 

involved in income generating activities would indicate higher level of per capita income.  

Table 2.4 provides such information - most of the households (61.43 per cent of VGD 

beneficiaries and 72.45 of non-beneficiaries) have single earning member. It is noted that around 

36 percent of beneficiary households have two earning members whereas the corresponding 

figure for non-beneficiary is only 26 percent. Only around 3 per cent of beneficiary households 

and 2 percent of non-beneficiary households have three earning members.  

 

Table 2.4: Distribution of Households by Number of  

Income Earners in the Household 

 

No. of income earners in the 

household 

Beneficiaries Non-beneficiaries Overall 

None - - - 

One  61.43 72.45 64.94 

Two  35.48 25.51 32.31 

Three  2.62 2.04 2.44 

Four  0.48 - 0.32 

 
 

Household Income 

Monthly income is considered to be an important indicator of poverty. It is evident from Table 

2.6 that average monthly income of the beneficiary households was 37% higher compared to 

non-beneficiary households (Tk. 4053.23 vs Tk. 2954.49). The findings show that about 11 

percent of beneficiary households used to live on a monthly income, which did not exceed Tk 

1000 before participating in the program and this figure dropped at only 1.43 percent after 

participation in the program. On the other hand, before joining in the program majority of the 

beneficiary households (around 86 percent) belonged to the monthly income group of Tk. 1000 

to 3000, but after participation the program a vast majority (71.92 percent) of households earn 

between Tk 3000 to 5000 per month. The picture clearly shows the impact of VGD program in 

generating additional income for the beneficiary households. It is also found that about one fifth 

(17.92 percent) of the beneficiary households are able to generate household income more than 

Tk. 5000 per month. 

If we compare these figures to non-beneficiary households, we see that majority of non-

beneficiary households (81.63 percent) belong to the income group of Tk 1001 to 4000. Only 

around 7 percent belong to higher income group of Tk.5000 and above. 
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Table 2.5: Distribution of Respondents by monthly household income (%) 

 

Monthly Income (Tk) VGD Beneficiaries Non-beneficiary 

households 

 Overall 

Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

 Up to 1000 11.43 1.43 3.06 1.95 

1001 – 2000 40.71 9.05 26.02 14.45 

 2001 – 3000 33.81 27.14 33.16 29.06 

 3001 – 4000 9.05 25.48 22.45 24.51 

4001 – 5000 2.62 19.29 8.16 15.75 

 5001 – 6000 0.95 9.52 5.61 8.28 

6000+ 1.43 8.10 1.53 6.01 

Mean income 2271.38 4053.23 2954.49 3703.63 

 

 

Knowledge and awareness regarding different legal aspects and support services 

The shift in development thinking and practice towards people-centered programs and the 

participation of people and communities in decisions concerning their own lives is creating new 

opportunities for social change and the empowerment of women in rural areas. Nevertheless, it is 

vital to stimulate their awareness, involvement and capabilities further. 

Different methods of communication can give a voice to rural women, thus enabling them to 

articulate their own development agenda. Similarly, by fostering the exchange of knowledge and 

information, communication can stimulate women's awareness and motivation, allowing them to 

take informed decisions on the crucial issues affecting their lives. 

Communication can promote changes in attitudes and social behavior and help communities to 

identify sustainable opportunities and development solutions that are within their reach.  

In order to make an assessment of knowledge and awareness of respondents towards gender 

related issues and legal aspects, the present survey asked questions like: awareness regarding 

marriage registration, anti dowry law, minimum age at marriage for girls and boys, laws 

regarding violence against women (VAW), birth registration, access to legal and health services 

etc. The data shows that about 90 percent of VGD women are aware about marriage registration, 

law against dowry and legal minimum age at marriage of girls. Around 64 percent and 78 

percent of women are well-known about the divorce related law and birth registration of children 

respectively. Similarly, around half of the VGD women are familiar with legal minimum age at 

marriage of boys, multiple marriage law and share of parental property according to inheritance 

law (Table 2.6).  
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The picture is not that much encouraging for non-beneficiary respondents. About 50 percent of 

non-beneficiary women are aware of marriage registration, legal minimum age at marriage of 

girls and birth registration law. On the other hand,  slightly above one fifth of them are aware of 

legal minimum age at marriage of boys, multiple marriage law and divorce related laws. Only 

12.03 percent and 18.47 percent of no-beneficiary women are aware about their share of   

husband’s and parental property according to Inheritance Law of property. 

 

Table 2.6: knowledge and level of awareness regarding different issues and support services 

 

ISSUES VGD cardholders Non-VGD 

Yes No  Yes No  

Marriage Registration 89.95 10.05  58.86 41.14  

Law against Dowry 87.53 12.47  46.50 53.50  

Legal minimum age at marriage 

(girls) 

86.36 13.64  63.69 36.31  

Legal minimum age at marriage 

(boys) 

48.32 51.68  22.29 77.71  

Polygamy/ multiple marriage 53.37 46.63  23.42 76.58  

Divorce related law 63.79 36.21  29.11 70.89  

Birth registration 77.40 22.60  53.16 46.84  

Share of  parental property according 

to Inheritance Law  

41.99 58.01  18.47 81.53  

Share of husband’s property 

according to Inheritance Law 

31.80 68.20  12.03 87.97  

        

 

Geographic Mobility of Women 

An important contribution to women's empowerment is social and geographic mobility. To 

capture the mobility of VGD beneficiaries, respondents were asked about their opinion whether 

they can visit important places like health centre, chairman office, NGO office, etc. as and when 

they need. The data (Table 2.7) shows that above 95 percent of VGD women can go to the 

chairman’s office, vote center and relative’s house and around 92 percent can easily go to health 

center for treatment. Again, whenever a VGD woman goes outside the home for banking work, 

viewing cinemas or enjoying theater or court for judicial purpose, she often needs prior 

permission or she is accompanied by others while visiting those places. Thus, a woman’s 

physical mobility is restricted in the sense that she is not allowed to move out of the home 

without prior permission, or unless accompanied by some other person(s).  
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Table 2.7: Whether respondents  can visit different places outside the home (%) 

Place of Visit VGD cardholders Non-VGD 

Yes No Yes No 

Health center/doctors 91.87 8.13 66.88 33.12 

Bank 31.82 68.18 14.65 85.35 

 Market/shopping 65.63 34.27 37.18 62.82 

NGO/Samity office 64.83 35.17 42.31 57.69 

Chairman office 96.66 3.34 83.97 16.03 

Cinema/theatre etc. 5.05 94.95 0.64 99.36 

Thana/Court 13.67 86.33 1.94 98.06 

Vote center 98.33 1.67 77.56 22.44 

relative’s house 96.41 3.59 87.18 12.82 

Workplace 69.21 30.79 50.56 49.35 

 

The non-VGD women enjoy less freedom regarding their physical mobility (Table 2.7).  It is 

found that they are more likely to visit chairman office, vote centre and relatives’ house and less 

likely to go to market, bank, NGO office, work place etc. The physical mobility of non-

beneficiary women is found to be totally restricted to go to cinema or theater and Thana or court. 

So, it is clear that the beneficiary women are much more mobile than the non-beneficiary 

women. 

 

Involvement of Women in Income generating activities (IGA) 

In recent times rural women do not limit themselves only in household work rather they are 

actively participating in different income generating activities to supplement household income. 

Poultry and livestock rearing, tree plantation, vegetable cultivation, even petty trading activities 

are popular among women. For the purpose of this study we have tried to draw a portrait of those 

IGAs in which the women are actively participating and tried to capture the factors that are 

dominant behind this active participation.  

Keeping this in mind, we have collected information regarding involvement of women in income 

earning activities. We see that an overwhelming majority of beneficiaries’ of VGD program are 

currently involved in different income generating activities, sometimes they are found to be 

involved in more than one activity. About 60 percent of them are involved in poultry rearing, 21 

percent of them are engaged in livestock or cow rearing and over 12 percent of them are 

involved in kitchen gardening or vegetable cultivation (Table 2.8). An insignificant proportion of 

women are also engaged in tree plantation, small business etc. Poultry rearing is the main income 

earning source followed by livestock/cattle rearing for both categories of respondents. The 

average annual income of VGD women varies from Tk. 387 to Tk. 20833 from these activities.  

On the other hand, majority of the non-beneficiaries are housewives. So, they are mainly 

involved in domestic work and contribute little to household income. 
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Table 2.8: Proportion of women involved in any income generating activities by category of respondents (%) 

 

Type of IGA VGD cardholders Non-beneficiary women 

Activity Involved 

(%) 

Average Yearly 

Income 

(Tk.) 

Activity 

Involved 

(%) 

Average Yearly 

Income 

(Tk.) 

Poultry  rearing 60.00 1449.48 1.02 800.00 

Livestock/ cow rearing 20.95 2384.32 2.55 200.00 

Tree plantation/Social forestry 1.90 387.5 0.00 0.00 

Kitchen gardening/ Vegetable cultivation 12.14 642.16 0.00 0.00 

Small business 1.91 20833.33 0.00 0.00 

Tailoring/sewing/handicraft 6.19 4019.23 0.00 0.00 

Others involvement 6.90 751.73 0.59 444.44 

 

Capacity building Training for Ultra Poor Beneficiaries 

VGD activity includes income generating skills development training for the ultra poor women 

to facilitate their increased participation in IGAs. Training is an essential component of the total 

benefit package. Some selected NGOs implement the training program on different income 

generating activities namely: cow rearing, poultry rearing, goat rearing, beef fattening, nursery, 

tailoring, vegetables cultivation, and making bamboo and cane related products.  

Table: 2.9 shows that vast majority of women (74.76 percent) have received training on different 

kinds of IGA activity so that they can contribute to household income.  

Table 2.9: Received Training from NGO under VGD program  

 

Received Training  

Status N % 

Yes 314 74.76 

No 106 25.24 
 

Highest proportion of beneficiaries received training on poultry and livestock rearing, followed 

by kitchen gardening. Other types of training included petty trade, fish culture and handicrafts 

(Table: 2.10).  

 

Table 2.10: Received Training on Different IGA activity from NGO 

 

Type of IGA N 

 

Poultry  rearing 301 

Livestock/ cow rearing 198 

Kitchen gardening/ Vegetable cultivation 219 

Small business 49 

Fish cultivation/Aquaculture  11 

Tailoring/sewing/handicraft 23 

Cow Fattening  18 

Others Activity 25 
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The VGD training has twofold objectives. First, making women aware of the social issues so as 

to contribute to changing attitudes and generating commitment to bring changes in the behaviors 

and practices in the everyday life; and second, IGA skill development training targeted to 

enhance the livelihoods and self-reliance through increasing income. So, use of training in the 

life of the beneficiary is important. We have found that most of the beneficiaries of VGD have 

used or are using their training either to generate income or have started an IGA which is 

expected to generate income in the near future. If they are already involved in any form of 

activity, they are using their acquired knowledge for the development of their current activity. At 

the same time, they are also trying to help other by disseminating the required skill knowledge.  

 

Table 2.11: Use of training in Different IGA Activity 

Way of Use N % 

Engaged in new IGA activity 159 61.15 

Development of current activity 48 18.46 

Working as skilled  labor in current activity 17 6.54 

Help others by disseminating trained knowledge 32 12.31 

Others 4 1.54 

 

It is expected that after receiving training on some specific IGA participants will be able to 

generate more income from their current activity. The findings from Table-2.8 justify this 

statement where annual income from a specific IGA is much higher for beneficiaries compared 

to non-beneficiaries.  

Different NGOs are involved with this program for training of the beneficiaries. We have already 

found thirteen NGOs working under VGD program. They are FIVDB, Janakalayan, BIG, 

VOSD, RRF BRAC, Chayakunza, UPDS, Manabmukti and Sharb Bangladesh. The programs in 

which the government and NGOs are working together for women empowerment are called 

Income Generation for VGD program (IGVGD). VOSD and FIVDB are found to be the lead 

NGOs among others. Chayakunza, BRAC and RRF have taken as the representative case.  

All the beneficiary women had very high expectations about the training components. Most of 

the beneficiaries (71.20% of trained beneficiaries) have the opinion that training was highly 

effective or useful for involvement in income generating activity especially promoting family 

enterprises through skill development and technical backstopping. 
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Table 2.12: Opening about Quality of IGA Training  

Opinion about Quality N % 

Training is highly effective 225 71.20 

Lack of Skill Trainer 29 9.14 

Training time is not sufficient 55 17.41 

Training is useless in real life 7 2.22 

 

Beneficiaries also informed us about some of the limitations of this training program.  The lack 

of skill trainers has created roadblocks to effectiveness of the training program.  Skills shortage 

in training program is also evident in our study (9.14 percent of the beneficiary reported).  

On the other hand, short training time was reported by17.41 percent of beneficiaries. They said 

that to know and learn deeply about different income generating activities the short term training 

provided by different NGOs is not sufficient. They need to train up in different stages with 

sufficient time period to grasp the knowledge more efficiently.  
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Chapter Three 

Health, Nutrition and Hygienic Practices  

 

Introduction 

Hygiene refers to the importance of cleanliness in maintaining health. Encouraging children’s 

personal hygiene habits is a day to day issue that parents and cares need to reinforce and practice 

so they and the children in their care can stay healthy and avoid illnesses and infections. In 

general, health programs, particularly targeted at under-five children, adolescent girls and 

pregnant and/or lactating women, are expected to have a major impact on their nutritional status. 

In this chapter we are trying to provide some information on respondents’ knowledge and 

awareness regarding common ailments, health and hygienic practices and life style of the 

surveyed population.  

Access to Safe Water and Sanitation Facilities 

Sources of Water for Everyday Use 

Polluted or contaminated water is a reason for many diseases. Sources of water can represent the 

health status of the household members. Pure water is very essential for healthy population. 

Table 3.1 reveals that overwhelming majority (98.10 per cent of VGD cardholders and 92.86 per 

cent of non-beneficiary) of the sample households use tube well as a source of drinking water. 

Only 0.24 per cent of the beneficiary households use pond water as source of water. 

Interestingly, 4.08 per cent of the non-beneficiary households still use pond water for drinking 

purpose. From the perspective of pure drinking water, overwhelming proportion of the 

households do have access to safe water, although debate has always been there on the quality of 

tube well water because of arsenic issue.  

 

Table 3.1: Distribution of respondents by source of water for drinking, washing and 

cooking 

Water Source Beneficiaries Non-Beneficiaries 

 For drinking For washing and 

cooking 

For drinking For washing and 

cooking 

Tube well 98.10 80.00 92.86 67.86 

Well/Indara - 4.52 1.02 5.61 

Pond 0.24 14.52 4.08 25.51 

Canal/River - 0.95 - 1.02 

Others 1.67 - 2.04 - 
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In case of washing and cooking although majority of the beneficiary and non- beneficiary 

households use tube well water, still a significant proportion of sample households (14.52 per 

cent of beneficiary and 25.51 percent of non-beneficiary) use pond water. At the same time, a 

small proportion of beneficiary (4.52 percent) and non-beneficiary (5.61 percent)  households 

still depends on water collected from well or indara. 

Access to Toilet Facilities 

Water and sanitation system has been liable for epidemic diseases like cholera, diarrhea, etc. 

which used to claim innumerable lives over the years in Bangladesh. Unplanned defecation or 

lack of hygienic defecation system still is a problem in Bangladesh, particularly in rural areas. 

Even if people are conscious about the necessity of hygienic latrine system, very often for lack of 

resources and needed support from the community or the government, they cannot afford 

hygienic sanitation system.  

Among the sample households of seven districts, only 40.58 per cent of the households have 

access to sanitary latrine while around 26 per cent use unhygienic kutcha latrine (Table 3.2). 

Around 2 percent of the sample household defecates in holes and open places like bush or jungle 

which easily helps agents that contaminate water, air and environment.  

Access to safe latrine (sanitary/slab latrine with water seal) is very encouraging (Table 3.2) 

among VGD beneficiaries. On the other hand, only 28.57 per cent of non-beneficiary households 

have access to safe latrine and a large proportion of them (41.33%) uses kutcha latrine. So, we 

see that the situation is worse for the non-beneficiary households. This clearly shows how much 

the entire rural environment is polluted with human excreta. This is probably the worst health 

threat the rural population is exposed to and the worst possible unhygienic practice the people 

are accustomed with, especially in this modern age of the 21
st
 country.  

Table: 3.2: Distribution of respondents by type of latrine used 

Type of latrine  VGD 

cardholders 

Non-VGD Overall 

Sanitary latrine 46.63 28.57 40.75 

Ring Slab (without water seal) 33.33 27.55 31.49 

Kutcha latrine 18.81 41.33 25.97 

Bush/jungle 1.19 2.55 1.62 

Open place /pond or river bank - - - 
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Use of Shoes while Using Toilet 

Wearing shoes when going to the toilet is necessary because germs and dirt will not stick to feet 

with probability of causing health damage. Table 3.3 shows that more than fifty percent of 

beneficiary households (58%) always use shoes while using toilet, as against 32 per cent of non-

beneficiary households. Again, around 40 percent of beneficiary and half of non-beneficiary 

households occasionally use shoes while going to toilet.  On the other hand, around one fifth 

(19%) of non-beneficiary households are not aware of using shoes while using toilet. 

Table: 3.3: Distribution of respondents by use of shoes while using latrine 

Whether use shoes  VGD 

cardholders 

Non-VGD Overall 

Yes, Always 58.27 31.63 50.00 

Yes, Often 39.52 49.49 42.69 

Never 1.90 18.88 7.31 

 

Washing hand after defecation 

Studies show that washing hands with soap is one of the most effective and inexpensive ways of 

preventing diseases. It can reduce fatalities from diarrhoea by almost half and that from acute 

respiratory infections by a quarter. Our study shows that three- fifths (59%) of the beneficiary 

households and only 15 percent of the non-beneficiary households wash their hands with soap 

after defecation. Two-fifths (40 percent) of beneficiary and around 66 percent of non-beneficiary 

households use ash or soil instead of soap. However, among the non-beneficiary households one- 

fifth of them use only water after defecation. This means that hygienic practice before going to 

the toilet or after coming from the toilet is more frequently observed by beneficiaries compared 

to the non-beneficiaries (Table-3.4). 

Table: 3.4: Distribution of respondents by hand washing practice after defecation 

Hand washing 

practice  

VGD cardholders Non-beneficiaries Both 

Soap 58.57 15.82 44.97 

Ash /soil 40.00 65.82 48.21 

Only water  1.43 18.37 6.82 
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Healthy Practices and Awareness about Nutritious Value of Food Items 

Cooking vegetables 

Vegetables are easy to cook and are an extremely versatile food; most can be eaten raw. Cooking 

is a necessary part of making many vegetables edible. 

Most vegetables are grown and harvested in a relatively natural environment where they can be 

exposed to bacteria from soil or water with the risks associated with eating vegetables being low. 

It is usually best to prepare vegetables by washing before cutting and processing to prevent 

vitamin and mineral loss.  

Table 3.5 shows the health and hygienic practices of VGD and non-VGD households in relation 

to food preparation and preservation. To assess nutrition related practices of respondents, 

questions were asked at which stage of the cooking (i.e. before or after processing/cutting) 

vegetables are usually being washed, and the length of time they are being cooked. Only 15.48 

percent of VGD and 6.63 percent of non-beneficiary respondents follow the practice of washing 

vegetables before cutting. On the other hand, about half of VGD (49.52%) and over three -fifths 

of non-beneficiary women (64.80%) wash vegetables after cutting, while more than one-fourth 

of the non-beneficiary and one-third of beneficiary respondents have the habit of washing 

vegetables both before and after cutting. This practice of washing vegetables after cutting is a 

harmful practice because in the process, most of the nutrient elements are washed away. The 

findings imply that only about one- fifth of the VGD beneficiaries follow the best practice with 

regard to washing vegetables (i.e. only before cutting), which helps to retain the maximum 

amount of nutrients in the vegetables.  

Table: 3.5 

Practices regarding washing and cooking of vegetables 

(%) 

Indicators VGD cardholders Non-VGD Overall  

Time of washing vegetables for cooking purpose  

Before 

cutting/processing  

15.48 6.63 12.66 

After 

cutting/processing  

49.52 64.80 54.38 

Both before and after  35.00 28.57 32.95 

Extent of boiling vegetables during cooking 

Half-boiled  10.71 3.57 8.44 

Full boiled  89.29 96.43 91.56 
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In the same way, over-cooking of vegetables also reduces the nutrient content and diminishes the 

nutritional value of vegetables. When cooking vegetables, it is best to steam instead of boiling or 

frying. Because the longer we cook them the more nutrients will be lost. So, it is better to cook 

vegetables lightly. 

Unfortunately, around 90 percent of beneficiaries and over 96 percent of non-beneficiaries 

follow the practice of over cooking of vegetables during food preparation and in the process a 

significant proportion of nutrient content is wasted.  

Since poverty is a condition characterized by hunger and malnutrition, lack of education, 

unemployment, poor sanitation and overall low levels of living; respondents’ knowledge and 

awareness regarding health and hygienic practices is expected to be at a minimum. Table 3.6 

presents the relevant information with regard to the practice of keeping water jars and food 

containers under protected cover. It appears from Table 3.6 that around four-fifths (75.48 

percent) of VGD card holders keep the food containers/pots under cover, while 60.48 percent of 

them follow this practice with regard to covering of water jars. The corresponding figures for 

non-beneficiaries who keep food and water pots always under cover are very low: 46.43 and 

35.71 percent respectively.  

Table 3.6 

Practices regarding covering of water jars and food containers (%) 

Whether food 

containers/water jars 

are covered always  

VGD cardholders Non-VGD Overall 

Water Jar  Food 

containers  

Water jar  Food 

containers  

Water jar  Food 

containers  

All jars/pots are covered  60.48 75.48 35.71 46.43 52.60 66.23 

Some of the jars/pots are 

covered  

32.86 21.19 50.00 40.82 38.31 27.44 

No jars/pots are covered  6.67 3.33 14.29 12.76 9.09 6.33 

 
The findings imply that beneficiaries are more aware about the importance of keeping water 

jars/food containers under cover. But a significant proportion of non-beneficiaries do not have 

the awareness about the importance of keeping water jars/food containers under cover. Thus, 

improper water handling and storage practices can lead to contamination of drinking water for 

the non-beneficiaries and they run the risk of falling sick anytime. 
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Knowledge about major nutritional problems 

Knowledge on Thyroid and night blindness  

Night blindness is defined as vision that is defective in reduced light. It can be caused by genetic 

disease, certain drugs, but more importantly due to vitamin A deficiency. Among them the most 

common acquired cause of night blindness is vitamin A deficiency. Vitamin A deficiency is 

rarely discovered, diagnosed, and treated, and so it is considered rare in developed countries, but 

it is quite common in developing countries like Bangladesh especially among the poor. 

On the other hand, the thyroid gland is located on the front part of the neck below the thyroid 

cartilage (Adam's apple). The gland produces thyroid hormones, which regulate body 

metabolism. Thyroid hormones are important in regulating body energy, the body's use of other 

hormones and vitamins, and the growth and maturation of body tissues. Diseases of the thyroid 

gland can result in either production of too much (overactive thyroid disease or 

hyperthyroidism), too little (underactive thyroid disease or hypothyroidism) thyroid hormone, 

thyroid nodules, and/or goiter. All types of thyroid problems in women are much more common 

than thyroid problems in men. 

Table 3.7 presents the distribution of respondents by their knowledge about cause of night 

blindness and thyroid problem. It appears from the table that slightly over two- fifths (44%) of 

the VGD and one fifth (22%) of non-beneficiary women have the accurate knowledge about the 

cause of thyroid problem (i.e iodine deficiency). The situation is even worse with respect to their 

knowledge level regarding cause of night blindness. A significant proportion of VGD (37.14 

percent) and an insignificant proportion of non-beneficiary women (10.71 percent) have the 

correct perception about the cause of night-blindness. It is quite interesting that around 90 

percent of non-beneficiary households still do not know the real cause of night blindness.  

Table 3.7: Knowledge about the cause of Thyroid and night blindness 

Indicators VGD cardholders  Non-VGD Overall 

Cause of Thyroid Problem  

Iodine deficiency 44.15 22.45 37.24 

Vitamin deficiency 18.62 8.16 15.28 

Don’t know 37.23 69.39 47.48 

Causes of night-blindness 

Vitamin deficiency 35.71 24.49 32.14 

Vitamin A deficiency 37.14 10.71 28.73 

Iron Deficiency 0.48 4.08 1.62 

Don’t know 26.67 60.71 37.50 
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Chapter Four 

Impact of VGD Program on the Beneficiaries 
 

 

Empowering the poorest women through VGD program 

Staggering poverty and food insecurity are the main characteristics of a vast majority of the rural 

population, especially the target group of VGD women. An overwhelming majority of these 

women have no access to adequate food for an effective life (because of insufficient income). 

They are so poor that they have literally no access or very limited access to the market to buy 

food. Every day they experience the poverty of food security, the poverty of shelter, the poverty 

of health care, the poverty of education and the poverty of income. 

The objective of the Vulnerable Group Development(VGD) program are to alleviate the 

deteriorating nutritional situation amongst the distressed groups of women and children and to 

initiate a process of rehabilitation by combining food assistance with health care, functional 

literacy and skill training. Other objectives are to increase the earning capacity and capability of 

the beneficiaries through training in income-earning skills, community activities to improve the 

economic and social status of the beneficiaries, and to create income-earning opportunities 

through the use of savings and provision of credit.  In this section, we have made an attempt to 

see the impact of VGD program on the incomes and food security of the beneficiary households. 

In order to see the differences between socio-economic aspects of beneficiary and non-

beneficiary households, we have selected the control groups (who are outside the program) in 

such a way that they belong to similar socio-economic condition like the beneficiary group. The 

former group (beneficiaries) has been termed as project group while the latter group (non-

beneficiaries) has been termed as control group. As already mentioned in the methodology 

section, the survey covered 420 project households (belonging to VGD program) and 196 control 

households. 

Impact of VGD Program: Comparison between Project and Control 

Households       

(a) Household Income 

Poverty is a multidimensional concept. It refers to being denied not only of adequate income but 

also the opportunity to improve one’s standard of living. But for the hardcore poor, insufficient 

income is the most important factor contributing to their food insecurity, nutritional deficiency 

and increase in household income is the key element in their poverty reduction and food 

insecurity. 

Household income is an important indicator of poverty. Our findings suggest that a significant 

majority of beneficiary households have been able to increase household income after 
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participation in the VGD program. The monthly income of beneficiary households was found to 

be 37 per cent higher than that of non-beneficiary households (TK. 4053 vs Tk. 2954).  It can be 

seen from Table 4.1 that about a tenth (10.48%) of the beneficiary households earn up to Tk. 

2000 per month, the corresponding figure for control group who earns similar income is 29 per 

cent. Again, more than one-third (36.91%) of beneficiary households earns more than Tk. 4000 

per month as against 15 per cent of non-beneficiary households who fall in this income group. 

This implies that in terms of income poverty, beneficiary households are much better off 

compared to non-beneficiary households.  

 
Table 4.1: Distribution of Respondents by monthly household income (%) 

 

Monthly Income (Tk) VGD Beneficiaries Non-beneficiary 

households 

 Overall 

Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

 up to 1000 11.43 1.43 3.06 1.95 

1001 – 2000 40.71 9.05 26.02 14.45 

 2001 – 3000 33.81 27.14 33.16 29.06 

 3001 – 4000 9.05 25.48 22.45 24.51 

4001 – 5000 2.62 19.29 8.16 15.75 

 5001 – 6000 0.95 9.52 5.61 8.28 

6000+ 1.43 8.10 1.53 6.01 

Mean income 2271.38 4053.23 2954.49 3703.63 

 

 

(b) Food Deficit Status  
 

We have another indicator of poverty in which households were asked to categorize themselves 

in terms of deficit/self-sufficient vis-à-vis the household’s perception of its food consumption 

needs. Four categories of food deficit status are used:  
 

(i)        Chronically in deficit (having food deficit for more than 6 months a year); 

(ii) Frequently in deficit ( having food deficit for 3 to 6 months a year); 

(iii) Occasionally in deficit (having food deficit for less than 3 months a year); and  

(iv) Self-sufficient in food (break even). 

 

Chronic deficit households are households which cannot meet consumption needs for most of the 

time in a year (i.e more than 6 months), frequently deficit households can do so during some 

months of the year while occasional deficit households can do so for most of the months (up to 9 

months in a year). Break-even households are those who consider themselves to be self-sufficient 

in food, that is, these are the households having food security throughout the year. 
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Table 4.2 provides a preliminary picture about the extent of poverty in the project and control 

households separately for each of the indicators described above. 

Taking the self-evaluation indicator, we see that 7.14 per cent of the beneficiary households have 

year round food deficit, while another 12.62 per cent have food deficit for more than 6 months in 

a year. Taken together, these two groups account for one-fifth (19.76 per cent) of the beneficiary 

households who are in the worst condition in terms of food security. Among the control group, 

more than a half (54.59%) of the households fall in this category having food deficit for most of 

the time in a year. Again, by the self-evaluation criteria, about a quarter (24.05 per cent) of 

beneficiary households falls into the self-sufficient/break-even category as against only 4.08 per 

cent of the non-beneficiary households who fall in the ‘self-sufficient’ category. 

 

Table 4.2: Distribution of Households by Food deficit Status 

 

Status of Food deficit 

(in a year) 

VGD cardholders Non-

beneficiary 

households 

Overall 

Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

Whole Year/12 months 26.25 7.14 36.22 16.40 

chronically in deficit  

(Above 6 Months) 

19.81 12.62 18.37 14.45 

frequently in deficit  

(4 to 6 Months) 

36.28 13.33 21.94 16.07 

occasionally in deficit  

(1 to 3 Months) 

17.18 42.86 19.39 35.39 

No Deficit/self sufficient 0.48 24.05 4.08 17.70 

 

Table 4.3: Distribution of Households by Daily food Consumption Pattern 

 

Frequency of 

Daily Meals 

VGD cardholders Non-beneficiary 

households 

Overall 

Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

Thrice 16.55 50.00 21.43 40.91 

Twice 48.92 40.00 50.00 43.18 

Once 34.05 9.52 27.55 15.26 

No response 0.48 0.48 1.02 0.64 

 

Insufficient income because of unemployment or low wages is the main cause of food insecurity. 

When we consider the income indicator (Table 4.1), we have already seen that about a tenth 

(10.48%) of the beneficiary households live on a monthly income, which does not exceed Tk. 

2000. On the other hand, 29 per cent of the non-beneficiary households subsist on a monthly 

income not exceeding Tk. 2000. Again, more than half of the households in both the project 

(52.6%) and control groups (55.6%) live on a monthly income ranging between Tk. 2000 to Tk. 
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4000. Only 15.3 per cent of the non-beneficiary households as against 37 per cent of beneficiary 

households earn a monthly income above Tk. 4000. 

 

(C) Housing Condition 

 

For rural households in general and poorer households in particular, housing condition is in 

many ways a very sensitive indicator of their income and asset-base as well as their current 

standard of living. Because of natural disasters such as cyclones, tornadoes, abnormal flooding 

and excessive rains; those poor already living on the edge, risk losing their homes; which in 

many cases, are only a bamboo structure with roof made of leaves or thatch and with mud walls. 

Roofing and wall materials are used as the two main criteria to construct four categories vis-à-vis 

housing condition. Starting from the most vulnerable, these are in ascending order:  
 

(i) Jhupri i.e. roof made of leaves/thatch; 

(ii) Tin roof/kutcha wall; 

(iii) Tin roof/Tin wall; 

(iv) Tin roof/brick wall. 

 

The housing indicator (as presented in Table 4.4) shows that about 6 per cent of the project 

households compared to 19 per cent of the control group households live in Jhupri houses with 

highly impermanent structure. However, if we consider the two most vulnerable categories, i.e. 

Jhupri houses and houses with kutcha wall; then we find that about 60 per cent of the beneficiary 

households as against 82 per cent of the non-beneficiary households live in vulnerable houses. 

 

Table 4.4: Type of Construction Materials Used in the main living room (%) 

Type of materials used  VGD cardholders Non-VGD Overall 

roof material    

Straw 5.71 18.65 9.79 

Tin/CI sheet 87.62 76.68 84.18 

Brick/Cement 6.43 3.63 5.55 

Others 0.24 1.04 0.49 

wall material    

Bamboo/Fence 35.24 37.31 35.89 

Straw 19.52 26.42 21.20 

Tin/CI sheet 31.19 18.13 27.08 

Mud 9.76 13.47 10.93 

Brick/Cement 0.95 - 0.65 

Others 3.33 4.66 3.75 

Floor material    

 Mud 99.28 99.48 99.35 

 Brick/Cement 0.72 0.52 0.65 

Others 0.00 0.00 0.00 
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The transition from thatch roof and kutcha wall to tin roof and tin wall can be considered as a 

significant improvement in the housing condition of the poorest. Our findings show that one-

third of the beneficiary households as against 18 per cent of non-beneficiary households have 

access to housing facilities, which can be termed as ‘safe shelter’. 

 

It may be mentioned here that better housing not only reduces the vulnerability of the 

inhabitants, it also raises the social status and security of the beneficiaries. Better housing 

protects them from excessive rains or house collapse. It also increases the social standing of the 

family because having a protected/secured house is a symbol of prestige in the rural setting.    

 

Based on the above findings we can say that in terms of monthly income, year round food 

security and housing conditions, the beneficiary households are much better off compared to 

their non-beneficiary counterparts. Though a significant proportion of beneficiary households 

still have low incomes, live in poor housing conditions and suffer from food inadequacy for 

several months in a year, but compared to their non-beneficiary counterparts, their vulnerability 

has been reduced to a large extent and there has been reasonable improvement in their poverty 

situation. 

 

Change in Socio-economic Condition of Beneficiary households: Before - After 

Comparison 
 

Three independent indicators are used to see the impact of the VGD program on poverty level of 

beneficiary households in: (a) increasing household incomes, (b) enhancing food security, and 

(c) asset creation/purchase of selected items. The data pertain to 420 beneficiary households. 

 

i) Increase in Household Income 

 

Monthly income is considered to be an important indicator of economic condition of the 

household. Our findings suggest that a significant majority of beneficiary households have been 

able to increase household income after participation in the VGD program. From Tables 4.5 it is 

evident that the income level of the beneficiary households has gone up by 178 per cent after 

participation in the program (from Tk. 2271 to Tk. 4053). The overall poverty situation seems to 

have improved significantly after joining the program. It appears that more than half (52.14%) of 

the beneficiary households used to earn a monthly income not exceeding Tk. 2000 before joining 

the program, the corresponding figure at the time of the survey was 10.58 per cent. On the other 

hand, only 5 per cent of the beneficiary households had monthly income exceeding Tk. 5000 

before joining the program, but this proportion has gone up to 37 per cent after participation. The 

impact of VGD program in enhancing household income is clearly reflected through the changes 

in household income before and after participation which contributed to improvement in extreme 

poverty situation of VGD households. 
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Table 4.5: Distribution of Respondents by monthly household income (%) 

 

Monthly Income (Tk) VGD Beneficiaries 

Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

 up to 1000 11.43 1.43 

1001 – 2000 40.71 9.05 

 2001 – 3000 33.81 27.14 

 3001 – 4000 9.05 25.48 

4001 – 5000 2.62 19.29 

 5001 – 6000 0.95 9.52 

6000+ 1.43 8.10 

Mean income 2271.38 4053.23 
 

It is difficult to estimate rural incomes accurately because most households are self-employed 

and very few keep records. Many households are also engaged in expenditure-saving activities, 

such as producing fruits and vegetables in kitchen gardens, rearing poultry and livestock, and 

manufacturing personal household effects for consumption of members. Respondents often 

under report their incomes from such self-employed activities, because of not considering 

expenditure-savings as income. Only detailed recording of consumption and expenditures can 

accurately capture income from these sources. However, despite these limitations our findings 

clearly show that there has been substantial improvement in the income levels of VGD 

beneficiaries after joining the program.  

 

ii) Increase in Food Security after participation 

Table 4.6 describes the pattern of change in food deficit status of beneficiary households before 

and after participation in the program.  

 

Table 4.6: Distribution of Households by Food deficit Status: Before and After participation 

 

Status of Yearly  Food 

Deficit 

 

VGD cardholders 

Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

Whole Year/12 months 26.25 7.14 

chronically in deficit  

(Above 6 months) 

19.81 12.62 

frequently in deficit  

(4 to 6 months) 

36.28 13.33 

occasionally in deficit  

(1 to 3 months) 

17.18 42.86 

No Deficit/self sufficient 0.48 24.05 
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Certain interesting features are worth noting. Firstly, among all the beneficiaries, the proportion 

of households having year round food security has increased from 0.48 per cent to 24.05 per cent 

after participation in the program. Secondly, in the case of chronic deficit households (having 

food deficit more than 6 months a year), there has been substantial improvement; the proportion 

declined from 46.06 per cent before participation to 19.76 per cent after participation in the 

program. Again, the proportion of households having food deficit for 3-6 months in a year has 

declined from 36.28 per cent to 13.33 per cent. If the three categories are considered together, 

their proportion has declined from 82.34 per cent to 33.09 per cent. That is, the proportion of 

households having food deficit for a significant part of the year (more than 3 months) has 

declined 2.5 times (from 82.34% to 33.09%) after participation in the VGD program. As is 

expected, the proportion of households having food security at least for 6 months in a year has 

increased by 49 per cent- from 53.94 per cent before participation to 80.24 per cent after 

participation. 

iii) Daily Food Intake/Consumption  

 

In order to have an idea about daily food consumption by the responding households, the 

respondents were asked about the frequency of meals per day in their respective households. 

The data in Table 4.7 show that only 16.5 per cent of the households had three meals per day 

before joining the program but now 50 per cent of the beneficiary households can have three 

meals per day. Similarly, 34.05 per cent of the households used to have only one meal per day 

before joining the program, which has declined to 9.52 per cent after participation. The findings 

show that the proportion of households with at least two meals per day has increased from 65.47 

per cent to 90.0 per cent after participation in the program. 

 

Table 4.7: Distribution of Households by Daily Consumption Pattern: Before and After participation 

 

Frequency of 

Daily Meals 

VGD cardholders 

Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

Thrice 16.55 50.00 

Twice 48.92 40.00 

Once 34.05 9.52 

No response 0.48 0.48 

 

Poverty rears its ugliest face in terms of hunger and malnourishment. To be free from hunger and 

malnourishment is the most basic human need. Before participation in the program, an 

overwhelming majority of the households used to consume insufficient food to such an extent 

that the very maintenance of physical health was impaired. At this level of living, physical 

manifestation of hunger and starvation becomes evident. However, we have already noticed from 

Table 4.2 that food security of the beneficiary households has increased substantially after 

participation in the program. This is also confirmed by the findings in Table 4.7 which show that 
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daily intake of food (measured in terms of the number of meals per day) has gone up 

significantly after participation in the program. The findings from Tables 4.2 and 4.7 suggest that 

the condition of food adequacy has significantly improved for the VGD beneficiaries after their 

participation.  

 

Asset creation/purchase of Selected Items 

 

A complete assessment of change in poverty situation should take account of several dimensions 

of poverty of which income and food are only two of the most important aspects. The impact of 

the VGD program should be reflected through creation/ purchase of different assets by the 

beneficiaries. We asked the beneficiaries whether they could improve their economic position 

through creation /procurement of assets after participation in the program. Table 4.8 summaries 

the findings on asset creation by the beneficiary households. The data shows that a large majority 

of the beneficiary households (64.54%) could purchase or create assets for improving their 

economic condition.  

 

The asset creation of beneficiaries covered items like: purchase of cow/goat, poultry, 

purchase/renting in land, purchase of ornaments/utensils, repair/ maintenance of house, capital 

formation for small trading, etc.  
 

It may be mentioned here that the living standards of the VGD beneficiary households are very 

low by any standard. As such, most of these households do not possess some of the consumer 

items which are traditionally regarded as prestige item such as almirah/wardrobe, TV, 

radio/cassette player, watch/clock, bicycle, motor bike, etc. However, as is evident from Table 

3.8, an overwhelming majority of beneficiary households have been able to improve their asset 

holding position through purchase of cow/goat, poultry, construction/repair of house, and 

purchase of furniture/utensils etc.  

Table 4.8: Percentage distribution of household by creation/purchase of asset after participation 

Asset creation by type  
N0. Total cost/Sell Value 

(TK) 

Cow/Goat 71 3659.21 

Poultry 167 758.26 

Purchase of/renting in Land 1 1000 
Construction of new house/repair of old 

house 
99 2504.06 

Purchase of utensils/furniture 23 326.61 

Others* 18 1872.33 
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Overall Impact of VGD Program 

It has been found by the present evaluation that VGD program under the Government initiatives 

has been effective in providing the ‘safety nets’ to the poor. The main success of the VGD 

program lies in the fact that the beneficiaries have been able to improve their socio-economic 

conditions substantially after participation in the program. The findings reveal that the VGD 

program has positive impact on income, food consumption and access to safe housing.   

 

Table 4.9: Overall Impact of the VGD Program on Beneficiary Households 

 

Indicators  VGD Beneficiaries Non-beneficiary 

households 
Before 

Participation 

After 

Participation 

Household Income  

     Monthly Household Income (Tk.) 2,271 4,053 2,954 

     % earning above Tk. 2000 per month 47.86 89.51 70.92 

     % earning above Tk. 5000 per month 2.38 17.62 7.14 

Food Security 

     % of households having year round food 

security 

0.48 23.81 2.55 

     % of households with three meals per day 16.55 50.0 21.43 

Housing Condition  

    % having a safe house with tin roof/brick wall 11.24 31.19 18.13 

    % living in Jhupri houses 88.03 67.85 81.86 

    % with access to sanitary toilet facilities 9.11 46.63 28.57 

    % with access to electricity 28.39 17.68 

 

In addition, there have been positive changes in the quality of life of the members compared to 

non-members as reflected through better access to minimum clothing, health care and school 

enrollment. Our FGD findings suggest that school enrollment of children has gone up after 

participation in the program. But the remarkable achievement of the targeted program is that 

higher enrollment of girls than that of boys has been achieved by the project households.  

On the basis of our findings we can say that the VGD program has been successful in providing a 

‘safety net’ for the beneficiaries, who belong to the “poorest of the poor” group. Clearly, the 

government needs to commit itself to substantially larger transfers through wider and deeper 

coverage of VGD, and to simultaneously improving the institutional arrangements for targeting 

and benefiting the poor.  

One of the most vulnerable groups in the society who deserves special attention is the widowed, 

divorced and separated women, and women with disabled husbands. They are the female heads 

of household who have to shoulder the responsibility of maintaining the households without the 
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support of an adult male earning member. They are regarded as the “poorest of the poor” because 

they are economically poor, socially prejudiced by customs and beliefs and traditionally secluded 

in purdah due to prevailing patriarchal values and gender inequalities. In terms of their access to 

social services and in terms of participation in the labour force, they are more disadvantaged than 

men, which plays a vital role with regard to poverty creation and its perpetuation. The essence of 

VGD program lies in the fact that it addresses the needs of the most maginalised group of 

women, who are who are much more disadvantaged compared to other vulnerable groups. 

Beneficiaries’ Perceptions about the Impact of VGD Program 

In contrast to many developmental programs, beneficiaries of this program agreed on fairly solid 

evidence of program impact on their livelihood security. Evaluation results based on their 

perception shows that (Table: 4.10) the program is an effective means for ensuring food security, 

increasing health awareness, improving housing condition and self reliance. In particular, there is 

clear evidence of program success in increasing school enrollment rate, improving preventive 

health care, and raising alternative source of income. Food security, earning opportunities, 

coping mechanism, and self reliance have increased. 

 

Table 4.10: Degree of Change in Socio-economic Condition: Perceptions of Beneficiaries 

Indicators 

Degree of Change 

Sufficiently 

Improved 

Reasonable 

Improved 

No 

Improvement 

No 

Response 

Food Security 56.68 43.05 0.27  

Treatment 23.26 60.43 16.07 0.24 

Health Awareness 26.68 52.40 20.43 0.48 

Education of Children 25.92 43.03 31.05 - 

Contribution in Household Decision 

Making 
15.63 38.22 45.67 0.48 

Housing Condition 22.78 53.48 23.50 0.24 

Self Reliance 25.90 52.04 21.58 0.48 

Coping Mechanism 7.91 33.33 56.35 2.40 

Alternative Income Source 22.91 50.74 26.35 - 

 

More than 33 percent of the Beneficiaries maintain that their food consumption pattern and 

quality of food has improved significantly, whereas 63 percent of them maintain that there has 

been reasonable improvement (Table: 4.11). 
 

Table 4.11: Change in food consumption: amount and Quality 

Extent of Change % of Beneficiaries 

No Change 3.16 

Improved Sufficiently  33.33 

Improved Reasonably  63.02 

Don’t know 0.49 
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The evaluation results have provided policymakers with the empirical evidence on program 

efficiency and effectiveness that has informed administrative reforms, prompted the expansion of 

programs geographically and to new population groups, and contributed to their continuation 

despite changes in political regimes. 

Evidence from Case Studies: Voices of the Beneficiaries  

In order to understand the dynamics of the poor’s livelihood activities and the impact of the 

VGD program on the life of the beneficiary women, we have prepared several case studies. All 

the case studies are based on major happenings as they occurred to the beneficiary households 

over the years. Respondents for the case studies were selected purposively, because, in case 

studies a random representation is not aimed at. 

As the following case studies attest, the disadvantages faced by the extreme poor are 

multidimensional and interrelated. However, it emerged from the case studies that respondents 

have been benefited tremendously after being included in the VGD program.  



 

 43

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Case Study 1 

 

Abed Jan is a 34-year-old widowed woman, currently living in Islampur village under 

Sirajgonj district. Her husband was a landless labour. Their small piece of cultivable land 

was sold for the purpose of arranging money for her husband’s treatment. But her 

husband died leaving behind two daughters. Abed Jan became really helpless because 

neither she had any land nor an income source of her own. Nobody came forward to help 

her.  There was no food for the children and no scope to be engaged in work. After she 

was widowed, she started working as a domestic servant in the house of a rich man in the 

neighbouring village.  

She used to suffer from high degree of insecurity to provide food and clothing to her two 

young daughters. But she was lucky enough to be selected as a beneficiary of the VGD 

program. After being included in this program, her life has changed in many ways. Now 

she has access to two square meals a day, which was beyond her imagination.  

As she maintains, “It came as a pleasant surprise when I found that I have been selected 

as a beneficiary of the VGD project. My worry about providing food to my minor 

children has gone, the kind of harassment and humiliation I used to face in my 

employer’s house is no more there. The fact that I don’t live on some one’s charity has 

given me peace and mental strength. My children are not starving and we are free from 

hunger- that is the greatest thing on earth for me”. Abed Jan has participated in training on 

poultry and livestock raising. Before that she never had an opportunity to get training from 

any formal institution. Even though she started on a small scale initially with poultry, 

gradually she shifted to goat raising- and the income she earns from poultry and goat is more 

than enough to maintain her family. Her two daughters are attending school and she is 

dreaming of good days ahead.  

Abed Jan mentioned, “What is most important about a program’s activities and assistance is 

its usefulness to the people who are at the bottom of the society. Assistance does not need to 

be in the form of cash or food aid. The VGD training program, by addressing the problem of 

alternative income earning opportunities, has done a tremendous job for the poor and helpless 

women. I could not even dream of having a source of earning without the VGD project.” 

According to Abed Jan “It is a great thing to have a VGD card. It increases food security 

tremendously, especially for women without a male earner. The provision of monthly food 

grain provides relief from constant agony and the pain and fear of frequent hunger and 

starvation. The training becomes immensely helpful for involvement in income generating 

activities”. 
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Case Study 2 

 

Mafia, of village Nalua in Bagerhat district was married to Akkas Mia of the 

neighbouring village during 1996. Her husband was a vagabond type, who was never 

serious about his family. Occasionally, he used to work as a day labour. Three children 

were born to them– two daughters and a son. The son was born in 2003 but died within 

three days of his birth. Mafia used to work as a maidservant in a rich peasant’s house. 

But in 2005 she was abandoned by her husband, who went to Dhaka and never came 

back. There are rumours that Akkas Mia has started his life as a rickshaw puller in Dhaka 

city and he has married again and now lives with his second wife. 

 

Mafia had to come back to her parental home after she was abandoned by her husband. 

Her parents are aged and poor, and as such are not able to feed Mafia and her two 

daughters. Her brothers are married and have their own children to look after. However, 

her father gave Mafia a small hut to live with her children. Frequently, her children 

remained half-fed and most often she used to starve. Her life was full of worry and 

frustration. Mafia said, “I even thought of committing suicide to get rid of all these. But 

thinking about my children I had to abandon the idea”. When Mafia could no more bear 

the hungry faces of her children, luckily she was selected as a VGD cardholder in 2007. 

For the two years during 2007-2008, she used to receive wheat regularly under the VGD 

scheme. After participation in the VGD program, her food situation improved 

tremendously. Now her children never go to sleep empty stomach. Mafia maintains, "I 

am very lucky to be a VGD beneficiary. Life is much more meaningful now than it was 

before. My children have started going to school. My bad days are over. I have 

participated in the skill-training program and I have bought a sewing machine. I get 

orders/supply from the tailoring shop at the village market for which I am paid on piece 

rate basis. In addition, I also help my neighbours in making dress for their children. I 

earn a handsome amount through this sewing work.”. 
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Case Study 3 

 

Anwara Bewa, now aged 29 years, lives in the village of Baharampur under Nalchiti 

Upazila of Jhalakathi district. She was married at the age 16 to Asmat Ali of the same 

village. Her husband was a jute factory worker. A daughter was born to her within three 

years of her marriage and a son was born after two years. With the small but regular 

income of her husband, Anwara could manage her family smoothly. 

 

Anwara’s family used to own a homestead, about sixty decimals of land, and cattle. But 

when her husband became ill, she sold two cows and a portion of the farmland to cover 

the costs of his treatment. When her husband died, Anwara was left destitute except for 

the homestead land and a tiny plot of farmland. Since then, Anwara has raised her family 

in a small, thatched house. It was very difficult for Anwara to feed her daughter and son 

because there was no source of income. Faced with problems of acute food shortage, 

Anwara took up work as a domestic help for a wealthy household in the same village. 

She used to get Tk. 200 per month plus two meals for her work in the rich man’s house. 

 

Anwara said, “When I became widowed, nobody came forward to help me. After my 

husband’s death, there was no other source of income. In order to feed my two children, I 

sold all the valuable things I had in the house. Frequently, we had to starve or remain 

half-fed. But after receiving the VGD card, my situation improved a lot”. I started 

growing vegetable in the yard and in addition, I started poultry raising. Now with the 

wheat I got against the VGD card and with the income from selling of vegetable and 

chickens, we could easily have at least two meals a day. I am happy with this, because 

we are at the bottom of the society. Having two square meals a day is all that I can dream 

of. After being a VGD beneficiary, I have partially overcome the problem of hunger for 

my two children and myself”. 
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Chapter Five 

Problems associated with Selection of Beneficiaries 

 

Introduction 

In order to avoid any bias in the preparation of the list of beneficiaries for the VGD program, 

GOB requires the creation of the Union VGD Women's Selection Committee and an Upazila 

Implementation Committee. At first, the Union VGD selection committee prepares a list of 

women they have chosen as VGD beneficiaries. This list is submitted to the Upazila Nirbahi 

Officer (UNO). The Upazila VGD Selection Committee then prepares the final list where the 

Women Affairs Officer (WAO) at the Upazila level acts as the member secretary of the 

committee.   

 
Fairness of Selection Process 

The selection of beneficiaries is a very important issue in the VGD program. People who are not 

poor and people who do not meet the selection criteria are sometimes selected. There are cases of 

people being selected because they are related to the implementing officials. Some people had to 

pay a fee to be included in the program. An eligible household may not be included in the VGD 

program because of nepotism or corruption of selection committee.  In such cases, we can say 

that the selection process was not fair and objective. 

To identify whether the selection of women into the program at the local level was fair, we 

checked if the women selected were eligible or if they had to pay any fee to obtain the card. 

Respondents were asked to give their opinion on: (i) whether all the VGD cardholders are 

eligible for getting cards, and (ii) if not, what are the reasons for selecting non-eligible persons as 

VGD beneficiaries. The picture that emerges from Figure 5.1 is that around three-fifths (57.69 

percent) of the VGD cardholders are of the opinion that selection was fair enough for all the 

cardholders, while about two -fifths (38.22 per cent) maintain that selection was fair for some of 

the cardholders only. The reverse trend is observed when we consider the case of non-

beneficiaries. Only around one- fifth (17.02 percent) of non-beneficiaries maintain that selection 

was fair for all of the cardholders, while a vast majority of around 70 percent of the non-

beneficiaries are of the opinion that only some of the cardholders belong to eligible group.  
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Figure 5.1: Whether all the selected beneficiaries are eligible for getting VGD cards 

 
 

The actual selection of beneficiaries at the local level is apparently not very controversial 

according to beneficiary. We found that around 58 percent of the beneficiaries in our sample 

think that the selection process is fair and all the cardholders are eligible, whereas 38.22 percent 

of them think that not all but some of the cardholders are eligible.  On the other hand, only 17 

percent of non-beneficiaries think that all the cardholders are eligible whereas a vast majority 

(around 70 percent) thinks that some of the cardholders are eligible. This can be partly explained 

by the fact that since the non-beneficiaries are excluded from the program they are more likely to 

be unhappy about the selection process. In general, the consensus is that poor women are 

selected for and participate in the program even though there are a lot of other poor women who 

do not get selected. 

In case of paying bribe/extra payment for selection under this program, majority of households 

(90.05%) reported that they did not pay any payment to anyone for selection (Table: 5.1).  

Table 5.1: Whether Payment made for Selection   

 

Made Extra payment Percentage of Beneficiary 
Average Amount 

Paid (Tk) 

Yes 09.95 911.91 

No 90.05 - 

                                   *100 to 3000 Tk. 
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Around 10 percent of the beneficiaries complained that they had paid a significant amount of 

money either to the selection committee or the village member (both male and female) or even to 

the UP chairman or the local level leader of the ruling party. We have found that the amount of 

bribe varies from Tk. 100 to a maximum of Tk. 3000. 

Table 5.2: To Whom the Payment was made 

 

To Whom Percentage of Beneficiary 

Village  Leader/ Member (Male) 26.67 

UP Member (Female) 30.00 

Selection Committee 6.67 

UP chairman 10.00 

Local level Leader of Ruling Party 13.33 

Others 13.33 

Respondents were asked to give their opinion about the reasons for giving VGD cards to non-

eligible persons. The responses are summarized in Table 5.3. The most frequently cited reason  

identified by most of the respondents was nepotism (mentioned by 38.44% of VGD women and 

36.84% of non-beneficiaries), the second most important reason was pressure of local 

elite/influential persons (21.02% and 24.06% respectively), while bias of selection committee 

came as third most important cause (mentioned by 22.82% and 20.30% respectively) 

Table 5.3: Reasons for getting VGD card by non-eligible persons 

Reasons  VGD cardholders  Non-beneficiaries  

No. % No. % 

Nepotism/favoritism  128 38.44 98 36.84 

Pressure of local 

elite/influential people  

70 21.02 64 24.06 

Bias of selection committee  76 22.82 54 20.30 

Voting purpose  36 10.81 33 12.41 

Others 23 6.91 17 6.39 

 

Respondents gave their own views about how to improve the public service delivery system and 

involved more vulnerable people. Both the beneficiary and non-beneficiary group mentioned that 

the committee which is responsible for selecting the beneficiary women must consist of neutral 

people (34.47% of beneficiary and 32.24% of non-beneficiary). Steps should be taken to exclude 

politically biased person. Overall, the consensus was that there should be broad-based 

participation in the selection committee. 
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The second most important suggestion that came from the field was ensuring the transparency of 

selection process and the third was increasing the involvement of local people (Table: 5.4).  

Table 5.4: Suggestions Made by Respondents for Improving Targeting and Efficiency of the Selection Process 

Suggestions VGD cardholders  Non-beneficiaries  

N % N % 

Increasing the Participation of  local people 78 20.53 64 26.12 

Enhancing the Transparency of Selection Process 130 34.31 68 27.76 

Consult with local People before Finalizing the 

List of Beneficiaries  

36 9.47 23 9.39 

Formation of  Selection Committee with Neutral 

People  

131 34.47 79 32.24 

Others 5 1.32 11 4.49 

The above analysis suggests that the non-beneficiaries are considerably more likely to be 

unhappy about the selection process. It has also been observed that in terms of housing 

condition, monthly income/expenditure, and year round food security; the control group 

households are relatively worse off compared to VGD cardholders. Thus, there are valid reasons 

on the part of the control group respondents to be unhappy about the selection process. Though a 

sizeable proportion of VGD cardholders have low incomes, live in poor housing conditions and 

suffer from food inadequacy for several months in a year, but compared to the control group 

women, they are somewhat better off economically and their overall vulnerability is somewhat 

less severe.  

Summary Findings from Focus Group Discussions (FGD) 

Several focus group discussions have been conducted with the local leaders, including school 

teachers, religious leaders, shopkeepers, UP members, etc.  A summary of these discussions are 

presented below: 

The Selection Process and Leakage in Distribution  

To identify whether the selection of women into the program at the local level was fair, we 

checked if the women selected were eligible, if they had to pay any fee/bribe to obtain the card, 

or if they had to lobby with local level leaders –UP member, chairman etc.  

Some of the beneficiaries complained that they had to pay on the average Tk. 1000 to Tk. 2000 

per head to get a VGD card. However, once they got the card, they did not have to pay any cash 

or any wheat directly to receive the monthly allocation of rice/wheat/flour from the distribution 
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outlet at the Union Parishad (UP). Most of the non-beneficiaries complained that they are equally 

eligible but as they cannot afford to pay the money demanded as bribe to the selection 

committee/local level leaders, they are excluded from being selected. 

Regarding their entitlement, beneficiaries know about the exact quantity/amount they are 

supposed to receive under the program. However, from our FGD and field observation it has 

been found that some of the beneficiaries do not receive their actual entitlement, i.e. they receive 

less than what they are supposed to receive.  One argument put forward by the program 

personnel is that people who are in charge of delivery/distribution, they have to spend some 

amount of money in connection with transport cost - carrying the food grains from the UNO 

office to the Union Parishad office. Again, sometimes they have to bribe some officials at the 

UNO office for getting the delivery on time. Moreover, on rare occasions, a portion of the 

wheat/rice might also be grabbed by local touts/politicians. A combination of all these factors 

might explain the leakage in VGD. It has also been mentioned by some FGD participants that 

some of the dealers/koyals keep a portion of the wheat/rice for themselves and consequently the 

share of the beneficiary is reduced. 

With regard to leakage in distribution, the main reasons mentioned by UP chairman/ members 

who are in charge of distribution, include: smaller amount of wheat issued by the central or local 

stores/depots, and the distribution of wheat to the non-VGD card holders (card-sharing). 

However, some cardholders also complained about the dishonesty of UP members and others 

who are in charge of distribution of the food grain. In general, the FGD findings suggest that 

compared to the past there has been substantial improvement in the distribution of rice/wheat 

under VGD program and amount of leakage has been reduced significantly. The probable causes 

might include:  more public awareness, better monitoring and supervision procedure and more 

pressure by the beneficiaries (i.e. beneficiaries now demand their due share instead of remaining 

silent). 

We found that most of the beneficiaries thought that the selection process was fair, whereas a 

large majority of the non-beneficiaries thought that it was unfair, mainly because they had been 

excluded from the program. In general, the consensus was that poor women had been selected to 

participate in the program even though there were a lot of other women who were equally poor 

but were not selected under the VGD program. 
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The FGD participants think that although in the majority of cases, the Union Parishad 

chairperson and the selection committee were involved in the selection process; they reported 

that sometimes local level political leaders (i.e supporters of ruling party) try to influence the 

selection process.  

Quality of food gain 

The quality of the grain and flour was not always good. Almost all the women complained about 

the presence of insecticide and stones (which they could identify from the smell) in the grain 

received. The local level leaders also complained about the poor quality of food grain especially 

flour that has been distributed to the poor. 

Comments 

The local level leaders think that the VGD program cannot by itself make a large impact in the 

alleviation of poverty in Bangladesh. Given the limited number of poor people who can 

participate in the program, the allocation of cards among upazilas should be viewed as part of a 

safety net package available at the local level. Some special provisions should be made for 

Upazilas that have higher proportion of people who need food assistance. 

The VGD program appears to have had a positive impact on household food consumption. 

Women participating in the program were very grateful and they expected to receive good 

quality wheat, even though they would prefer to receive rice.  

Many of the officials as well, starting with the Upazila Women Affairs Officers, were concerned 

with the quality of the grain delivered. If the quality of the grain is not good, then not only the 

value of the transfer will be reduced, it will also be less likely that the women and their families 

will consume the grain. They will either sell the grain or use it as animal feed. Some officials 

asked for more supervision, especially at the time of delivery of food grain. They even suggested 

providing a 30 kg bag of grain to the women sealed with a single stamped packet. Some of the 

women maintained that if a male relative was present with them at the time of delivery, then they 

received their full allotment of wheat. 

The women participating in the group discussions had very high expectations about the saving 

and training components of the program. 
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The various FGDs we conducted with the villagers (local leaders, school teachers, UP members 

etc.) revealed that the general record of VGD targeting is quite good. However, the most 

important factor with regard to VGD targeting that can be questioned is not mis-targeting per se, 

but that the selection process was not transparent and to some extent depended on the 

relationship with members of selection committee. The FGD participants opined that what was 

being called into question was not the effectiveness of the targeting indicators, but its fairness, 

especially with respect to the way in which selection was made. In general, the extreme poor got 

the card even though some equally poor were deprived. The poor who are connected to the local 

elites were more likely to receive a card.  
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Chapter six 

Discussion on Major Issues and Concluding Remarks 

 

Discussion on Major Issues 

 

The Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) program performs well as a social safety net. First, 

the food subsidy appears to be adequate. Second, administration costs are low. Third, the 

program is financially sustainable because of access to an earmarked source of revenue. But the 

program also suffers from specific problems, including some doubts about their targeting 

efficiency.  

Our field observation shows that selection criteria are not always strictly adhered to. The 

selection is also influenced by local pressure groups. Beneficiary selection is not done by 

selection committee alone, the UP chairman, the local level politicians and supporters/followers 

of MPS and Upazila chairmen also exert undue pressure, although they are not authorized to do 

so. We have also observed that sometimes the beneficiaries have to spend money for bribing in 

order to obtain a VGD card. Despite these shortcomings, our findings show that an 

overwhelming majority of the VGD beneficiaries belong to the category of hardcore poor. 

The main success of VGD program lies in the fact that the beneficiaries have been able to 

improve their socio-economic condition with positive impact on income, food consumption and 

access to safe housing. In addition, there have been positive changes in the quality of life of the 

members compared to the situation before joining the program as reflected through better access 

to clothing, health care and school enrollment. After joining the program, there have been 

positive changes in income earning opportunities, housing condition, utilization of sanitary 

toilets, non-land asset ownership, saving habits, school enrollment for children and 

empowerment of women. 

Economic empowerment leads to social empowerment since social insecurity is often seen as 

resulting from economic deprivation. Awareness building has been one of the impacts of the 

program. Lifestyle has shown positive changes in that the use of sanitary toilets has significantly 

increased, presumably as an effect of awareness program. Some beneficiaries now possess radio, 
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watch and other modern goods, reported to have been procured in recent times. People are 

empowered now and are aware of the surrounding environment more than before.   

A rapid and sustainable progress on poverty could be achieved by pursuing a strategy that has 

two equally important elements. The first is to promote the productive use of the poor’s most 

abundant asset, labour. This calls for policies that harness market incentives, social and political 

institution, infrastructure, and technology to that end. The second is to provide basic services to 

the poor such as providing food and shelter, education and health care.   

The VGD program has been successful in addressing the poverty situation of the beneficiary 

households. Because of increased earning and employment opportunities, the condition of food 

security in the family has improved significantly (even though they do not receive any project 

benefit now). The proportion of households having chronic food deficit has decreased 

significantly. Most of the families now can eat three meals a day for most of the months in a 

year, while in the past they did not have access to adequate food and used to remain half-fed 

most of the time. 

Majority of the project beneficiaries have been able to purchase or create assets for improving 

their living condition. The asset creation covers items like: purchase of cow/goat/poultry, 

purchase or hire of rickshaw/van, purchase of or renting in land, purchase of ornaments/utensils, 

construction/repair of house, capital formation for small trading, etc. It may be noted that 

majority of our respondents failed to differentiate between asset and household durable since 

they identified cots, chairs, wooden poles, brass pitchers, blankets, quilts, utensils etc, as assets. 

They consider these items as assets because they can sell these objects in crisis period to buy 

food/other basic necessities.  

Strengths of the safety net programs 

• The project activities are focused towards the most vulnerable group i.e. hard core poor, 

widowed, divorced  and disadvantaged women; 

• Increases food security and food consumption for beneficiary households;  

• Increases mobility of women and empowerment of women through skill training and 

involvement in  income earning activities; 
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• Reduces violence against women and increases participation of women in household decision 

making (both economic and non-economic); 

• Improves child nutrition and increases primary school enrollment, promotes school 

attendance and reduces dropout rates.   

Concluding Remarks  

Inadequate coverage of beneficiary is a serious weakness of the VGD program. It was observed 

that many eligible poor women who meet all the eligibility criteria for VGD card have been left 

out of the safety net program mainly because of the limited number of beneficiaries covered by 

the program and due to limited capacity and inadequate funding situation. Findings of the present 

study (including FGD) reveal that in terms of almost all the poverty indicators, the non-

beneficiaries are as poor as the beneficiaries are. A large majority of our respondents (both 

beneficiaries and non- beneficiaries) maintain that the number of beneficiaries should be at least 

double than that of the present size.   

The VGD program has been successful in addressing the poverty situation of the beneficiary 

households. Because of increased earning and employment opportunities, the condition of food 

security in the family has improved significantly even after end of the project benefit. The 

proportion of households having chronic food deficit has decreased significantly. Most of the 

families now can eat three meals a day for most of the months in a year, while in the past they 

used to remain half-fed. 

The main success of VGD program lies in the fact that the beneficiaries have been able to 

improve their socio-economic condition with positive impact on income, food consumption and 

access to safe housing. In addition, there have been positive changes in the quality of life of the 

members compared to the situation before joining the program as reflected through better access 

to clothing, health care and school enrollment. After joining the program, there have been 

positive changes in income earning opportunities, land ownership, utilization of sanitary toilets, 

non-land asset ownership, saving habits, school enrollment for children and empowerment of 

women. 

Economic empowerment leads to social empowerment since social insecurity is often seen as 

resulting from economic deprivation. Awareness building has been one of the impacts of the 
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program. Lifestyle has shown positive changes in that the use of sanitary toilets has significantly 

increased, presumably as an effect of awareness programme. Some beneficiaries now possess 

radio, watch and other modern goods, reported to have been procured in recent times. People are 

empowered now and are aware of the surrounding environment more than before.   

Recommendations 

On the basis of quantitative and qualitative data, the following recommendations can be made:   

• The formation of selection committee is sometimes politically biased, which results in 

mis-targeting of beneficiaries.  

• It has been observed that the selection committee has to face tremendous political 

pressure in preparing the list of potential beneficiaries, especially so in areas where the 

local government representatives i.e. chairman/members are supporters of opposition 

political party.   

• The process involved in preparing the preliminary list of beneficiaries is not transparent 

enough, and sometimes the members of selection committee use their discretion ignoring 

the selection criteria. Thus, the most deserving, poorest and destitute women run the risk 

of being deprived and excluded from the list. 

• The chances of being included in the preliminary list primarily depend on the impression 

of the local level politicians/representatives, and in the process, the poorest of the poor 

and the neediest, may be excluded. For effective implementation of the program it is 

important to strictly follow the selection criteria and lessen political pressure.  

• There have been complaints of bribery in the process of selection of VGD beneficiaries. 

During the field survey the enumerators have come across with people who had to pay 

money for being included in the beneficiary list. To manage this money for bribing, 

frequently they had to take loan from various sources. Incidentally, not everyone has 

been successful in getting a VGD card even after paying money, as reported by the FGD 

participants. However, the extent of bribing varies by regions. The FGD findings and our 

field observation show that bribery is more common in Barisal division, followed by 

Rajshahi and Khulna division.  

• An innovative process, the so called “lottery system”, was introduced in VGD card 

distribution in some of the unions. Interestingly, this process worked extremely well and 
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was appreciated by almost all the participants, though there were some minor complains 

of     mis-targeting 

• FGD findings and field observation also show that some economically better-off 

households having diversified sources of income were given VGD cards, while some of 

the actually deserving and eligible poor households have been left out.  

• There is lack of proper monitoring by MWCA/DWA in the implementation process, 

mainly because of shortage of man power. This needs to be addressed urgently for 

smooth functioning and proper monitoring. There should be mechanism of monitoring 

the food grain/VGD benefit distribution process periodically.  

• Delivery of the grains should be made in packets of 30 kilograms for each beneficiary so 

that there is no scope to tamper with the amount of wheat/atta to be delivered.  


