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Micro-finance institutions have recently received attention from the European Commission, and ways have been searched on how to encourage more women into self-employment and enterprise creation. Whilst there is an idealisation of micro-finance and how it can alleviate women’s poverty (Marlow, 2006) and increase gender equality in entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2004), the paper – based on 42 in-depth interviews and analysis of annual reports - shows that the way micro-finance institutions think about gender in their programmes does not favour gender equality in self-employment. On the contrary, the findings show that it increases gender inequality more than it decreases it. A majority of women have lower incomes in self-employment than on state benefits, and many become economically dependent on relatives after having contracted a micro-credit. One problem with micro-finance institutions is the financing of self-employed women into traditionally feminine and low for profit sectors. They also finance individuals who lack time to invest into their business. Lack of help from relatives for the business is a problem that is typically gendered, with women receiving less of this kind of help than men (Mulholland, 2003), and women spend more time on childcare and domestic work than men (Rouse, 2006). 
Most micro-finance institutions do not address these gendered problems of lack of time and of very low incomes related to sectors. There is a partial identification of the problem, but the solutions addressed to improve gender equality are not efficient as they remain strongly embedded in fixed gender categories (Ahl, 2004). 

In order to reduce gender inequality in self-employment, new ways of thinking gender categories must be implemented into micro-finance institutions. We must break down with traditional gender categories, for example by offering programmes that encourage women into sectors that have proven to bring people a viable income in self-employment. In addition, the gendered problems of time (both of care and informal help received) should be addressed as a real gender equality problem, and not as a women’s problem only.
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