Inside the Financial Lives
of Women Entrepreneurs

Insights from the Grameen
Financial Diaries Study

M odeled on the Grameen Bank program launched in Bangladesh in
the late 1970s, Grameen America, a national 501(c)(3) Commu-
nity Development Financial Institution Loan Fund, was established in
New York City in 2008. Its mission is to empower women in low-income
households to achieve economic mobility through entrepreneurship by
providing group-based microloans. A previous randomized controlled trial
conducted by MDRC found that Grameen America contributed to reduc-
ing material hardship — characterized by the inability to afford basic needs
such as food, shelter, or healthcare — and improving nonretirement savings,
credit scores, social support, and overall well-being.! The study prompted
an important follow-up question: how could improvements across multiple
aspects of borrowers’ financial lives occur despite only modest increases
in monthly net income?

To better understand how financial well-being improved without large
net income gains (although gross income rose by over $6,000 annually),
MDRC conducted a 12-month mixed-methods follow-up study called the
Grameen Financial Diaries study. The research team analyzed interview
data and detailed financial transactions from Grameen America borrowers
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to shed light on their financial lives —that is, how they understand the con-
nections between business ownership, wage-based work, savings, and material
hardship, and how those perspectives shape both business and personal finan-
cial decisions.

This study complements MDRC’s previous study by addressing how and why
Grameen America’s program demonstrated effects on so many dimensions
of financial well-being, including income stability, material well-being, and
resilience. The Grameen Financial Diaries study illustrates the real-life finan-
cial dynamics of entrepreneurship that drive those outcomes —how borrow-
ers juggle business revenue, wage-based work and other income sources,
household expenses, savings, and shocks in real time. By capturing everyday
financial decisions, spending and savings tradeoffs, and periods of strain or
relief throughout the year, the financial diaries offer a clearer understanding
of where additional support might strengthen women entrepreneurs’ financial
trajectories.

This brief describes the Grameen America program and study methodology;

This study
complements MDRC'’s
previous study by
addressing how

and why Grameen
America’s program
demonstrated

effects on so many
dimensions of
financial well-being,
including income
stability, material well-

being, and resilience.

it then presents descriptive findings on participant characteristics and goals,

financial flows through participants’ households, participant perspectives and

reflections on their financial circumstances, and participant strategies in navi-

gating economic hardships and making financial decisions. To help bring study

participants’ stories to life, the research team developed two personas —Aleydis and Shanté —
based on the interview and financial data collected in the study. These personas represent “typi-
cal” characteristics and experiences of the Grameen America borrowers in the study and are fea-
tured throughout the brief. They provide comprehensive snapshots of the borrowers’ financial lives
through the lenses of profit-and-loss statements and balance sheets.

The findings from the Grameen Financial Diaries study demonstrated the importance of increased
cash flow and access to liquid resources to financial well-being. Borrowers blended business and
household finances to meet immediate needs, navigated instability shaped by seasonal income
shifts and unexpected shocks, and relied on a mix of wage income, business revenue, credit, and
informal support to stay afloat. Despite these pressures, borrowers demonstrated resilience and
drew purpose from their businesses, even as longterm goals often took a back seat to urgent finan-
cial demands. These themes guide the descriptive findings presented in the sections that follow.

About the Grameen America Model

Grameen America uses a group-based microlending model: women form groups of five or more,
complete financial training, and receive microloans to start or expand small businesses. Grameen
America verifies that all loan funds are used for eligible business purposes. Borrowers attend
weekly group meetings to make installment payments and to continue receiving training. Success-
ful weekly meeting attendance and repayment over six months makes borrowers eligible for larger
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loans. Borrowers support, lead, and learn from each other in their groups, keep each other account-
able, and encourage each other to maintain on-time payments of loans. Grameen America provides
ongoing support —including guidance on savings, credit development and building, sound finan-
cial practices, and community health resources — to help borrowers grow their businesses, improve
their credit scores, and pursue financial freedom.?

Study Design and Context

In 2017, researchers Jonathan Morduch and Rachel Schneider published the book The Financial Dia-
ries: How American Families Cope in a World of Uncertainty.® The book follows the financial lives of 235
low-and moderate-income households across five regions over the course of one year. The research-
ers developed and used the U.S. Financial Diaries methodology, in which participants recorded every
inflow and outflow of money, to provide a granular view of their financial behavior. MDRC adapted
the U.S. Financial Diaries methodology for the Grameen Financial Diaries Study.* The methodology
involves regularly meeting with study participants to collect detailed data on financial transactions
and to conduct in-depth interviews to explore study participants’ financial motivations and decisions.
Study participants were asked to track all business and personal income and expense transactions
each month, and MDRC researchers met with study participants once a month to record their trans-
actions. Additionally, MDRC conducted three semi-structured interviews with study participants: a
baseline interview in fall 2024, a midpoint interview in spring 2025, and a final interview in fall 2025.
These data were used to build the financial profiles described in this brief.5

With support from Grameen America, MDRC recruited a total of 31 borrowers representing a cross
section of different life experiences, languages, geographies, incomes, and relationships with for-
mal financial services. Data collection occurred between September 2024 and November 2025, a
period marked by several external developments, including wildfires in Los Angeles County (where
some borrowers lived), a shifting federal landscape, and persistent inflation. Over the course of 12
months, some participants were unable to continue engaging with the study team. The qualitative
findings in this brief are therefore drawn from interview data collected from the study participants
who completed at least one interview (all 31 recruited borrowers). The quantitative findings are
based on data drawn from 20 borrowers who provided at least four months of financial diary data.
The study included borrowers from Grameen branches in Atlanta; Union City and Newark, New Jer-
sey; New York City (Jackson Heights, Queens, and Harlem, Manhattan); Los Angeles, California; and
throughout Connecticut.

The Grameen America borrowers who participated in the study came from a wide range of back-
grounds, life experiences, and economic contexts. Participants navigated different labor markets,
family responsibilities, and financial constraints shaped by distinct social, cultural, and economic con-
ditions. Aleydis and Shanté represent two personas whose backgrounds, family finances, and experi-
ences in the United States informed their perceptions of their business and personal finances, as well
as their financial expectations and hopes for the future. The personas yield insights into the multidi-
mensional nature of participants’ lives — how business, work, family, savings, and hardship intersect in
different ways to motivate why and how participants made the financial decisions they did.
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Study Findings

This brief describes the ways study participants
navigated their financial circumstances over
12 months using two borrower personas: Aley-
dis, a Latina woman who was completing her
third year as a Grameen borrower; and Shanté,
a Black woman who joined Grameen America a
few months before the study launched. The fol-
lowing sections describe overarching lessons
that emerged from this year-long study, draw-
ing insights from study participants’ background
characteristics and experiences, their business
and life goals, resilience in responding to life
challenges as they occurred, and considerations
for short- and long-term needs as they made
financial decisions from one month to the next.

Grameen Borrowers Who
Participated in the Study Brought
a Diversity of Cultural and Life
Experiences to Their Groups

Aleydis and Shanté represent the diversity of
borrower experiences seen across the study
sample. Women in the study spanned a range of
ages (27 to 65), included both immigrants (10)
and nonimmigrants (10), and were mostly parents
whose households included two or more children
under age 18. Study participants’ Grameen loan
amounts averaged around $4,500 and ranged
from $2,000 to well over $10,000, reflecting both
recent and long-term Grameen borrowers. Study
participants’ businesses represented a variety of
industries, including food sales, beauty, clean-
ing, health and fitness, and clothing. Most par-
ticipants (14) held jobs outside of their primary
businesses, working in caretaking, food sales
and delivery, housekeeping, education, business
coaching, healthcare, hospitality, finance, and
transportation.

BORROWER
PERSONA: ALEYDIS

Meet Aleydis

Aleydis, age 44, immigrated to the United States
and lives with her husband Alberto and their
three children, ages 7, 12, and 17. Aleydis started
her business selling prepared foods in 2021 after
her employer cut her hours significantly and her
family began facing severe financial strain. She
joined Grameen America shortly afterward. She
is in the process of registering her business as
a corporation and uses her $7,000 Grameen
loan to buy products and ingredients to create
and distribute meals. Aleydis is also employed
part-time as a home health aide.

BORROWER )
PERSONA: SHANTE

Meet Shanté

Shanté, age 47, was born in Atlanta, Georgia,
where she now lives with her husband Corey and
their teenage daughter Madison. Shanté started
her hair care product business three years ago
as a way to supplement her income from her
full-time job as an operations coordinator at
the airport. She joined Grameen America in
early 2024. She has registered her business as a
corporation, and she uses her $3,000 Grameen
loan to purchase materials and supplies to make
the products she sells.
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Borrowers’ Financial Motivations and Goals Ranged From Meeting
Everyday Financial Needs to Achieving Financial Independence

Grameen America’s mission is to help “low-income entrepre-
neurial women build businesses to enable financial mobility.”®
Study participants’ goals show some of the many ways in which
Grameen America borrowers hope to achieve financial mobility.
Participants shared a wide range of long-and short-term goals as
motivation for starting their businesses. In the long term, partic-
ipants wanted to gain financial independence, purchase homes,
and provide jobs for their communities. In the short term, many
participants wanted to increase and maintain a consistent client
base, increase revenue, and automate and organize business
processes. Participants also listed opening a storefront —either
in the short or long term — as a goal.

Borrowers expressed different motivations for starting their busi-
nesses, reflecting differing financial and life circumstances at the
start of the study. Borrowers with fewer financial resources and
connections to formal financial systems were often motivated to
start their businesses by a desire to meet financial needs and
gain financial independence. One borrower reported, “I would
like to have ... more passive income. So that I'm not as exhausted.”
Some had experienced difficulties finding a job or had full-time
jobs that did not pay enough to cover their expenses. A few bor-
rowers mentioned that planning for retirement was a key moti-
vator; some expressed concern about adequacy of pensions, and
others discussed seeking jobs with better salaries that were less
labor-intensive.

Meanwhile, borrowers who were relatively more connected to
formal financial systems felt motivated by their local “hustle” cul-
ture, which they described as pushing people to pursue multiple
income sources to meet both financial needs and social expecta-
tions for professional success. Some shared that their business
began as a hobby, and they were driven to monetize it after see-
ing its profitability. Others saw opportunities in unmet demands
in the market: “l couldn’t find what | wanted, so | created it.”

A few borrowers mentioned socially-minded business goals
that were inspired by their past experiences. One borrower who
had been through the foster care system said, “I didn't have an
older sibling to do certain things with me.... | didn’t really have

BORROWER PERSONA: ALEYDIS

Financial Motivations and Goals

Aleydis started her business to in-
crease her family’s income. She
would like to reach a place of greater
financial stability, with less month-
to-month variation in gross income.

BORROWER PERSONA: SHANTE

Financial Motivations and Goals

Shanté initially began making natural
hair care products for her and her
daughter. She decided to turn this
hobby into a business. Her annual
business revenue has nearly doubled
over the last three years, especially
since joining Grameen. During her
weekly Grameen meetings, coaches
share resources and strategies for
business growth, and she has been
able to partner with several women
for marketing events.
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that support ... so that’s what | want to give to somebody else that may not have that.” Another,
whose business has generated partnerships with nonprofits and social entrepreneurs, traced her
mission-aligned business goal to her college experience:

Yeah, when | went to college, | just did a bunch of ... community service and communi-
ty-driven stuff. And then I've just always ... been attracted to ... social change... | have a non-
profit that’s functioning underneath my studio right now, so we have ... a podcast. And we
do...community events.... Our goal is to help to support the people who are making change.

Business and Personal Income and Expenses Were Considered
as One Stream

The evidence base highlights the importance of separating business and personal finances. Keep-
ing clear accounting of each type of financial flow provides several benefits. For example, it can
minimize personal financial risk and exposure, facilitate more informed decision-making, help in the
case of audits, and strengthen credibility with potential investors.”

Study participants echoed the importance of keeping their business and personal expenses sepa-
rate, and many participants put systems and tools in place to facilitate this separation. For example,
several borrowers had separate business and personal bank accounts. Furthermore, most borrow-
ers interviewed had formally incorporated their businesses. However, study participants shared
that in practice, they often treated business and personal incomes as interchangeable, especially
while experiencing financial strain.® One borrower explained:

| do have a personal bank account and a business bank account. However, because my per-
sonal stuff supports my business so much, they are combined. When my business is able to
support itself, then | will be able to have them separated, but because my personal does so
much support for my business, they are combined.

Many participants viewed their business income in ways that differed from how they viewed their
personal income. They often thought about their business income in terms of gross income or reve-
nue, before accounting for expenses. This approach can help business owners assess their growth
strategy and plans but can also make it difficult for them to get a true sense of profitability. In con-
trast, participants generally thought about their personal income as their net income, after account-
ing for expenses. Borrowers also reported that consistently tracking their finances, whether busi-
ness or personal, was challenging:

| really use my bank statements and my banking apps, and | just signed up for this new
accounting program.... | want to begin to use that. | think what | could do is just start using
that on a daily basis. [Right now], everything | do either goes on my computer or in my phone.

Some borrowers reported that because participating in the study required them to keep close track
of their financial details, it served as a source of accountability and helped them to get organized
and track their expenses more consistently.
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The Sankey diagrams shown below, representing Aleydis’s and Shanté’s financial flows through
income and expense data, were developed to reflect Grameen America borrowers’ tendency to view
personal and business financial streams as combined. (For information on how to read and interpret
a Sankey diagram, see Box 1.) Figures 1 and 2 represent, respectively, Aleydis’s and Shanté’s com-

bined business and personal income and expense categories.

Box 1. How to Read and Interpret Sankey Diagrams in This Brief

The Sankey diagrams in this brief show how gross income flows into expenses, savings, and debt
repayments over 12 months. The left side displays income sources by relative size; the right side
shows expense categories by relative size. Wide bands represent larger flows, making it easy to
see which categories bring in the most income and which categories consume the most resources.
The gray bars represent either income shortfalls if they appear on the left side of the graph, or

surpluses if they appear on the right side.

Figure 1. Aleydis’s Income-to-Expense Flows
Over 12 Months
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Figure 2. Shanté’s Income-to-Expense Flows
Over 12 Months Housing
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NOTE: None of the data included in this graph are from actual Grameen America borrowers. Instead,
the graph uses synthetic data generated to be similar to that of Grameen America borrowers and is for
illustrative purposes only. The height of the bars for each category of income and expenses represents the

relative amounts.
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loan disbursements, and public assistance.

Aleydis’s business is her household’s primary source of income, which was also the case for more
than a third of the study participants. During the year in which the study took place, she earned
approximately $10,000 from her job with the home care company and brought in just under $30,000
in business revenue. Her husband and older son contributed about $8,000. Rent consumed more
than a third of total income, followed by food and insurance.

Her business expenses made up a small fraction of total expenses. Aleydis used her Grameen
America loan to buy ingredients, inventory, and equipment for the meals she prepared at home on
weekends to sell during the week. She paid her Grameen America loan back in regular installments
and made other regular debt payments, including credit card debt and debt incurred from her hus-
band’s recent hospital stay and follow-up medical treatments. Aleydis ended up with a net loss for
the year, as represented by the gray bar on the left side of the diagram. She may have incurred a
greater net loss without her business revenue.

Shanté’s income-to-expense flows are represented in Figure 2. Over the course of the year, she
earned approximately $55,000 from her job at the airport — more than in a typical year — after pick-
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ing up more overtime shifts while her husband was in training. She brought in just under $13,000
in business revenue. Her husband earned around $12,000. Even with three sources of income, her
household’s total income (about $80,000) was still slightly below the low-income threshold for
the Atlanta metro area for 2025.° Mortgage payments were her largest household expense, fol-
lowed by food, insurance, and utilities. Debt payments on credit cards and loans exceeded business
expenses, which consisted mostly of the supplies she needed to make hair care products at home
and marketing activities. Her total expenses slightly outpaced total income for the year.

Although some borrowers’ financial flows suggest that their businesses may be operating at a loss,
borrowers described their enterprises as essential sources of flexible income and liquidity. In this
context, strict separation of business and personal finances was neither practical nor aligned with
how proceeds from their businesses supported financial stability for their households. Subsequent
analyses and visualizations in this brief also present business and personal financial flows as one
stream, in keeping with how most borrowers thought about their finances.

Financial Security Was Seen as a Future Goal Rather Than
a Present Reality

The way borrowers understand terms commonly used to describe aspects of financial well-being —
from “financial security” and “stability” to “financial freedom” and “mobility” —and apply them to
their own financial circumstances can shed light on how borrowers’ financial goals can be best
supported. Borrowers’ motivations and goals for their businesses, in combination with the reality of
their day-to-day financial circumstances, informed the way they thought about financial security
and stability, as well as financial mobility and freedom.’® While these financial terms are defined by
field experts in more narrow ways, the research team sought to capture the borrowers’ interpreta-
tions of these terms to learn about how borrowers might respond to resources or tools designed
to improve financial well-being. Most borrowers reported that they were not financially secure, cit-
ing difficulty generating enough income or savings to feel comfortable. One borrower explained:
“[Financial security] means that ... | don’t have to hustle hard ... just to pay the next bill.... I'm com-
fortable.... More money is coming in than going out.” Borrowers’ total income and expense flows
aligned with these perspectives: on average, yearly inflows and outflows were about equal, but
more borrowers experienced a loss (12) than a surplus (8).

While study participants generally understood financial security as having access to sufficient
funds, they also held slightly different, nuanced perspectives on the topic. Borrowers who strug-
gled with covering their basic needs tended to describe financial security in terms of their ability
to cover their expenses. Those who were less constrained, either due to greater access to credit or
higher gross incomes, typically described it as having peace of mind about their finances and hav-
ing reliable income sources.

For most participants, financial stability was seen as consistent income over time, with some view-
ing stability as a medium-term goal following security, while others saw stability as a prerequisite
for security. As one borrower explained:
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| am financially stable. | make enough money every month to do what | need to do.... If | get
two clients every month, | know I’'m gonna stay where I’'m at.... [On] my sales spreadsheet, |
can see at a glance how much | got coming in, how much is going out, how much is left over.
So, for me ... | need to have at least $1,000 left over every month to do what | want to do with
it. Once | go down to $999, | need another client. So for me, that’s stable ... because | have
more than enough money to do everything that | need to do.... As long as | got $1,000, I'm
stable [because] all my bills [are] paid.

However, even borrowers with highly profitable businesses acknowledged perceived risks to their
financial stability: “As long as [my clients are] paying on time, we good. When they don’t pay on time,
we panic.”

Study participants linked these concepts to financial freedom and mobility. Borrowers described
having financial freedom as being free of debt and having flexibility and control over their time. A
few borrowers described financial mobility differently, as upward social mobility, which comes with
higher levels of total income — although for most borrowers, financial mobility was not a term that
was well understood or that resonated with them.™

Monthly Financial Flows Reflected Seasonal Changes and Personal
Financial Needs

Grameen America borrowers navigated their financial lives within a complex and shifting socioec-
onomic landscape. As described earlier, study participants generated, on average, about the same
amount of income as they spent over the year. Monthly financial flows, however, showed more var-
iation and were shaped by seasonal patterns, unanticipated events, and the shifting federal land-
scape in early 2025.

Financial diaries data show that average total income (which includes business and employment
income, as well as income from other household members and sources of support) was approx-
imately $5,600 per month, with an average gross business revenue of about $1,600 per month.*?
For six participants who experienced a net business loss in at least 4 of the 12 months of the study,
total net income averaged under $S300 a month. Wage-based work and contributions from other
household members were the most common nonbusiness income sources, while public assistance
accounted for less than 3 percent of total income.

Among Grameen America borrowers, differences in net income — meaning total cash inflows (busi-
ness income, wage-based income, and inflows such as public assistance or loans) minus total out-
flows (business and household expenses and debt payments) — were associated with differences in
primary income sources. Even though borrowers who relied on wage-based work for their primary
income source had higher total incomes compared with those who relied on their business for their
primary income, they had lower or more negative net balances. Borrowers with higher incomes also
tended to have higher household expenses and debt payments. Figures 3 and 4 are waterfall charts
that depict Aleydis’s and Shanté’s income and expense flows for each month of the study. Box 2
explains how to read and interpret these waterfall charts.



INSIDE THE FINANCIAL LIVES OF WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS: INSIGHTS FROM THE GRAMEEN FINANCIAL DIARIES STUDY

Box 2. How to Read and Interpret the Waterfall Charts in This Brief

The waterfall charts in this brief show monthly changes in income and expenses. Each chart begins
with a running balance of SO (represented by the dashed horizontal bar), starting on the far left with
total income in the first month of the study rising above $0. Floating bars add income or subtract
expenses, creating a cascading effect that ends with the net balance on the far right. Bars that
fall below the horizontal line reflect income shortfalls. Bars above the line reflect surpluses. This
format highlights seasonal patterns and the association of financial flows with unexpected events.

As shown in Figure 3, Aleydis’s total monthly income peaked during the winter holidays and dipped
in spring when her husband was out of work. Expenses stayed steady, so lower-income months pro-
duced deeper losses. She hopes to expand her client base to reduce vulnerability to income shocks.

In contrast, Shanté’s total income, reflected in Figure 4, was relatively stable, with small seasonal
increases in business revenue. Her husband’s reduced work hours resulted in a lower household
income early in 2025, while debt payments remained high. She plans to save more once her hus-
band completes HVAC training and returns to full-time work.

Aleydis’s and Shanté’s monthly financial flows make it clear that instability can stem not only from
financial shocks (in Aleydis’s case), but also from “slow-moving shocks” that Shanté experienced,
where small month-to-month declines in income or incremental increases in expenses can gradu-
ally erode financial stability. Although rooted in macroeconomic terminology, the concept of “slow-
moving shocks” also captures the gradual household and small-business-level erosion evident in
the diaries.

Some of the differences across borrowers’ monthly financial flows are notable. Often, those bor-
rowers who averaged lower monthly incomes faced higher regular monthly expenses relative
to higher-income borrowers in almost every basic needs category, including housing, grocer-
ies, childcare, school, and emergency costs —perhaps due to larger household sizes, and fewer
options to partially cover large household expenses (like rent or mortgage) through leasing space
to non-household members. They often had to make difficult decisions about financial tradeoffs
without more access to additional liquidity or capital. For example, one borrower reported that she
would rather go hungry than not pay rent “because | have been behind on rent before, and that is
very scary.”

While some borrowers with limited use of mainstream financial products had higher business loan
installments since they had gone through more loan cycles with Grameen America, borrowers who
had more familiarity with mainstream financial products had higher revolving debt payments, mostly
on their personal credit cards. As discussed in the next section, these differences inform borrowers’
experiences of material hardships and liquidity constraints and their ways of navigating them.
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Figure 3. Aleydis's Monthly Financial Flows
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Figure 4. Shanté's Monthly Financial Flows
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Borrowers Who Had a Stronger Financial Foundation Were Better Able
to Weather Financial Storms

The economic environment and changing federal priorities in 2025 may have contributed to height-
ened financial strain for Grameen America borrowers. Many reported shifting their short-term
focuses from business growth to survival and sustainability. In particular, borrowers whose busi-
nesses relied on immigrant clientele noted that the broader climate of uncertainty and stress expe-
rienced by many communities was a contributing factor to the revenue challenges they faced over
the past year. Economic pressures — such as reduced clientele, benefit cuts, and rising costs — may
have contributed to a bifurcation of financial well-being circumstances among Grameen America
borrowers.

Financial diaries data show that borrowers across the board experienced an average of two finan-
cial shocks during the 12-month study period. (The study team defines a financial shock as a month
in which a large drop in net income occurs.) However, borrowers who had a stronger financial foun-
dation —characterized by a higher total income, initial positive net income, and less monthly income
variation — at the beginning of the study managed to avoid large income shortfalls, and some even
experienced growth and stability.”®* Meanwhile, participants with a lower total income, negative cash
flows, and greater income variability ended the year with decreased financial stability and deeper
income shortfalls. These borrowers relied heavily on available resources — credit, informal borrow-
ing, and funds from their Grameen America loans for eligible business expenses — to maintain sta-
bility. Although shocks occurred at similar frequencies across groups, individuals with stronger
foundations had deeper financial cushions, while others had smaller margins to buffer against per-
sonal or global disruptions.

Grameen America borrowers demonstrated financial resilience by using a variety of financial
resources and approaches to overcome material hardship. Material hardship was a persistent risk
and concern among some Grameen America borrowers. The financial diaries and interview data
show reliance on food assistance and unanticipated health expenses that these borrowers strug-
gled to cover. One borrower described her approach to purchasing groceries when her SNAP ben-
efits were cut:

Cause I'm the type, that | don’t need meat to eat. | have a lot of beans and rice, so | keep
those things like that. I'll go to the store and I'll get fresh string beans, greens, you know,
salad, tomatoes, stuff like that. and | will get some stuff for canned goods, and | will keep
them in the closet. I'm struggling, but | gotta eat.

Material hardship was notably more common among borrowers who relied primarily on business
income, while those with wage-based jobs as their primary income source faced fewer liquidity
constraints. Borrowers with wage-based jobs that were secondary income sources also reported
fewer food or housing insecurity challenges than borrowers who relied solely on business income.
This finding aligns with the goals borrowers described earlier: those with less steady income
often focused on meeting immediate financial needs, while those with more consistent access to
resources were more likely to aim for long-term wealth building.
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Borrowers drew purpose and hope from their businesses during times of hardship. Interviews
revealed that businesses served as both financial lifelines and sources of emotional resilience. One
borrower, who had faced homelessness in the prior year, described how stressed she felt when she
lost her housing:

So last year, this time, | became homeless. Suddenly, | didn’t even really know.... | moved in
with a friend to save on costs, and then they betrayed my trust and just kind of screwed me
over. And | was ... scared, because I'm like, how am | gonna pay ... to move and do all these
things and ... figure all of this out ... suddenly?

She also explained that her business both gave her purpose and sustained her financially during
that time. This is consistent with MDRC’s past reports suggesting that the Grameen America loan,
which made it possible for women to start and sustain their businesses, also made a difference in
helping borrowers make ends meet during difficult times."™ The finding highlights the importance
of continued support that can help these borrowers keep their businesses afloat as a financial sta-
bilization strategy.

Public assistance and the Grameen America loan helped borrowers who experienced rela-
tively deeper levels of material hardship to sustain themselves financially. A mix of financial
resources —including the Grameen America loan (to cover eligible business expenses), credit cards,
public assistance, and reserves or savings available from businesses or wage-based work — helped
Grameen America borrowers cover their financial needs. There was no single source of liquidity
that stood out, although a few borrowers who experienced unusually deep financial struggles dur-
ing the study mentioned relying on their Grameen America loan for survival. While most study par-
ticipants did not receive or rely on public assistance, four borrowers did. Others discussed “bene-
fit cliffs,” whereby they no longer qualified for assistance due to household income thresholds, or
bureaucratic complexities that made it difficult to apply. One borrower described her experience
with public assistance prior to establishing her business: “l was on food stamps when | first moved
out here in 2013 when | was making $20,000 a year but it didn’t last long.” Borrowers who received
public assistance reported that benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (his-
torically known as food stamps) allowed them to purchase enough food without worrying about
their ability to cover other essential household needs.

Access to credit may play important roles for addressing short-term emergencies as well as
working toward long-term goals. Borrowers demonstrated resourcefulness when describing their
approaches to covering their expenses. For example, in interviews, most shared that they could
cover a $400 emergency by tapping into their savings, using a credit card, asking their social circles
for help, or leaning on their business revenue. Since the Grameen America program has demon-
strated its ability to raise credit scores and therefore increase access to credit, relying on credit
cards with sufficient credit limits may be one important way that borrowers are weathering difficult
times to cover unexpected expenses, or to sustain themselves during slow business periods.'™

However, while Grameen America borrowers were interested in increasing their credit scores,
relying on credit cards in times of crisis was not their primary motivation for doing so. Interviews
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revealed that borrowers were generally highly aware of their credit scores and the factors influenc-
ing them, learning through fintech tools, family and social networks, life events and personal expe-
riences, and savings groups. They generally discussed improving credit scores for the purposes of
longer-term financial goals, more so than seeing access to credit as explicitly playing a large role
in easing material hardships. For example, they understood that good credit was needed to build
long-term assets, explaining that they hoped to increase their scores to purchase homes or access
other financial opportunities.

Short-Term Needs Were Often the Main Driver of Borrowers’ Financial
Decisions, But Other Factors Also Played a Role

Borrowers described multiple factors shaping financial decisions, with short-term needs such as
covering housing and business costs, managing debt, and sending remittances often taking prior-
ity over long-term goals. While most wanted to save, limited net income after expenses made this
difficult. Aleydis, for example, could not save after her husband reduced his work hours following
his accident. Despite this, Aleydis consistently made payments toward business debt while man-
aging personal expenses through a combination of drawing from business revenue and borrowing
money from a friend. Similarly, some borrowers faced acute barriers to saving money on a regular
basis, such as health emergencies, business maintenance needs, and a shrinking clientele amid
heightened concerns about safety in their communities. Some managed their higher expense-to-
income ratios by making regular use of credit cards, but they were also making payments on other
owed expenses, including banks in their home country, legal fees, and informal loans from friends.
Although borrowers held longer-term hopes for their businesses and for their personal lives, these
aspirations rarely informed day-to-day financial decisions while the study was underway because
immediate needs left little room to act on them.

Even though her business was growing, Shanté struggled to grow her savings balance. When she
did have surpluses, the income that remained after she paid for personal and business expenses
went toward larger payments on high credit card and loan balances. In months without surpluses,
Shanté managed her Grameen America loan and other debt by making only minimum payments on
credit cards. Similarly, while some borrowers reported saving small amounts, others had trouble
doing so. On average, borrowers with more diverse sources of liquidity contributed more to savings
and accumulated more debt than borrowers with fewer sources. They accessed tools such asretire-
ment and investment accounts, and fintech applications such as the Self app.'® When they strug-
gled with debt, they would often pause or delay payments —a strategy that may reflect a greater
willingness to take calculated risks to cover their financial needs than borrowers who relied more
exclusively on incomes from their businesses or jobs.

Debt and savings patterns reveal distinct financial realities for borrowers. At the start of the
study, total debt balances (excluding student loan and mortgage debt balances held by some bor-
rowers) averaged about $12,300 and grew to $13,800 by the end of the study."” Over a third of bor-
rowers had debt concentrated in credit cards, Grameen America loans, and informal borrowing —
often linked to family support or legal fees. One borrower reported that her debt balances weighed
heavily on her mind:
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| made a lot of mistakes, and there’s still ... some outstanding debts that ... keep me up at
night. For example, | owe [a subscription service] $10,000, because | signed up, and then
everything in my life flipped upside down, and | tried to tell them, ‘Hey, can we cancel this?’
And then it was like ‘No’, and so they sent it to collections. And that wasn’t the first time
something went to collections. So I'm trying to stop myself from making bad mistakes and
fixing those mistakes.

Another said, “When you're in the red, you kind of start avoiding things,” reflecting her tendency to
avoid a detailed understanding of her financial inflows and outflows when she had unresolved debt.

Borrowers with higher incomes carried much higher debt balances, largely due to student loans
and mortgages, along with business and personal credit cards. Savings balances were inconsist-
ently reported but followed similar patterns —borrowers who carried higher debt balances also had
higher savings balances. These balances suggest that borrowers who faced tighter liquidity relied
on smaller credit sources, and those who had higher incomes managed larger, longer-term obliga-
tions that reflect different financial strategies. (Note that during monthly financial diary calls, many
study participants expressed uncertainty around their exact debt and savings balances or opted not
to report them. Therefore, the estimated balances should be interpreted with caution.)

Aleydis’s and Shanté’s balance sheets (note that these exclude mortgage loans and car loans since
the study does not have data on the value of fixed assets), shown in Figures 5 and 6, demonstrate

Figure 5. Aleydis’s Balance Sheet Snapshot at the End of the Study Period
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from financial diaries data generated to be similar to a subset of Grameen
America borrowers who participated in the study.
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Figure 6. Shanté’s Balance Sheet Snapshot at the End of the Study Period
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0 _______________________________________
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from financial diaries data generated to be similar to a subset of Grameen
America borrowers who participated in the study.

how greater access to liquidity can make a difference in net worth. Even though both experienced
negative cash flow during the study period, and neither was able to save, Shanté’s larger savings
balances from previous years helped partially balance out her total liabilities. Aleydis accrued a
medical debt balance during the year that could not be covered with her remaining savings balance.

Seen alongside borrowers’ descriptions of financial freedom as being debt-free, these patterns
point to the importance of both providing supports to increase liquidity, particularly to provide sta-
bility for unanticipated expenses, and identifying pathways to reduce high-cost debt, in helping
borrowers move toward the futures they envision.

Finally, generosity was an important part of borrowers’ financial lives. Financial diaries and
interviews show that Grameen America borrowers regularly sent gifts or remittances to family and
friends. Many borrowers sent remittances, often to parents and children for education, medical
needs, and other essentials. Charitable giving was also common among most Grameen America
borrowers, with 11 borrowers making regular donations. These practices reflected strong family ties
and active engagement in faith and professional communities.
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Conclusion

The Grameen Financial Diaries study reveals how women entrepreneurs managed their intercon-
nected business and household finances amid seasonal shifts, unexpected expenses, and broader
economic pressures. Even in months when income and expenses were closely matched or negative,
participants demonstrated resilience by adjusting to instability, finding ways to meet immediate
needs, and drawing motivation and purpose from their businesses. These patterns help explain how
financial well-being could improve even without large gains in annual net income: borrowers man-
aged their financial lives dynamically, drawing on multiple income sources and adapting to changes
in ways that supported day-to-day functioning and reduced the effects of volatility.

For policymakers, funders, financial institutions, and service organizations seeking to strengthen
financial stability for entrepreneurs from low-income backgrounds, these findings point to the
importance of considering a holistic view of full financial statements —including how timing, vola-
tility, and competing demands show up across monthly profit-and-loss flows and year-end balance
sheet positions —rather than relying on net income totals alone. Approaches that improve access to
flexible liquid resources and can mitigate the shocks of month-to-month variation may better sup-
port borrowers in their efforts to achieve financial stability. Their progress toward financial free-
dom can be strengthened by ongoing access to capital, credit, and community support. Incorpo-
rating a focus on liquidity and increased cash flows into program and policy design can strengthen
approaches that aim to support more stable financial trajectories for these entrepreneurs.
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to comfortably afford everyday life, build savings, and withstand financial shocks. See https://www.
aspeninstitute.org/programs/financial-security-program.
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not a well-understood or commonly used term among the general population. Only two participants
emphasized economic mobility as an improvement in their income status. Some mistook the term for
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this analysis.
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Self is a fintech company “with a mission to help people build credit, particularly those who are new
to credit.” See “What is Self” (website: https://support.self.inc/s/article/What-is-Self, 2025). Some
Grameen borrowers had a Credit Builder Account and frequently used the Self app to help them
manage their loan payments and monitor their credit scores.

When accounting for student loan and mortgage debt, which exceeded $100,000 for five borrowers
who had them, borrowers averaged about $27,000 in personal and business debt, which grew to roughly
$46,000 by the final month.
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