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Introduction

Empowerment is a multi-dimensional process that includes other cultural, social,
and psychological dimensions in addition to economic dimensions, and in the
meantime, not only women, but also their families are affected. Considering that
women make up almost half of the population of any society, they are in a lower
position than men in terms of accessing various resources and opportunities of the
society. Empowering women is one of the programs that have been proposed as one
of the ways to achieve gender equality and one of the Millennium Development
Goals and sustainable development indicators. In Iran, women's empowerment
activities have been pursued in various ways during the past decades. These
activities are followed by government organizations and non-governmental
organizations in the form of various programs, from microcredit loans to the
empowerment of women in low-income and marginal areas and women with special
conditions. In the city of Kerman, these programs are also being implemented, and
the target community is poor women and heads of households. One of these
programs is a project that has been carried out for three years with 30 women of
Kerman city with the aim of creating sustainable empowerment in the form of small
lending funds. During three years, in addition to the meetings related to the small
lending fund, 58 training workshops have been conducted for these people. The
purpose of this phenomenological study is to deeply understand the lived
experiences of empowerment from the point of view of the women present in this
project and what these people have experienced and to describe how they
experienced it, more awareness and knowledge about this program and the common
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experiences of people is empowering. Therefore, in order to achieve this goal, the
following questions are asked: How have these women experienced empowerment
and how can their experiences be understood in this field? What does empowerment
look like for them?

Literature Review

A review of the conducted researches shows women's empowerment is one of the
most important issues in the discussion of development, and the implementation of
women's empowerment programs in the form of micro-lending funds and self-help
groups has a very long history in Iran and other parts of the world. However, most of
the studies were conducted with the aim of investigating the process or the impact
that empowerment had on women's lives and their achievement of economic
empowerment, or a specific group of women were investigated. On the other hand,
since empowerment is a multi-dimensional process and in addition to the economic
sector, it also includes social, educational and ... sectors and how to implement it
from the perspective of the participants.

Methodology

The current research was done with phenomenological method. In order to collect
information, criteria sampling strategy, snowball and theoretical sampling were
used, people who had participated in empowerment programs for at least three years
and had used the facilities of these programs were identified and interviewed. Then,
the interviews continued with maximum diversity until theoretical saturation was
reached.

Conclusion

The research results show that in the beginning, women faced another big paradox.
On the one hand, the futility of this program was instilled to women, on the other
hand, some people around them encouraged women to participate in the
empowerment sessions. Another finding of this research is the non-realization of
economic empowerment, which includes the lack of spending in the predicted
profession and the failure of financial empowerment. Women spent the received
loans in the parts of their lives that were needed, on the other hand, the loans paid to
individuals did not create jobs with fixed income for individuals, nor did they reduce
their financial dependence and achieve financial independence. On the other hand,
the financial weakness of these people has not been resolved and they still depend
on their family to pay the loan installments. Another part of the research findings
shows that despite the lack of realization of economic empowerment, they have
received attention and hope, on the one hand, empowerment programs have caused
hope in people, their mental condition also improved, and on the other hand, the
women present in the above programs have achieved understanding the
effectiveness of collective activity. Also, women participating in these programs
have experienced a sense of acceptance. They have experienced equality and mutual
respect in this group. In this group, people with all their characteristics, abilities and
differences were accepted and behaved with respect, people experienced a kind of
friendship in this group despite being friends or family relations. People met each
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other with determination and gathered together to advance the goals. Among the
other findings of the research is the perception of personal improvement. On the one
hand, people have come to this perception that their skills have been improved, and
on the other hand, the effective learning that has happened has caused the perception
of personal improvement in women. Also, the findings of the research show that
understanding the effectiveness of group activity is another thing that women have
achieved in these programs, the synergy that occurred, and the enthusiasm for group
activity is one of the important experiences of women. The participants saw
empowering activities as work as leisure so that these activities were an attractive
round for them. But the most important problem that women found in these
programs was "Disruption and lack of continuity”. The non-continuity of the project
caused the non-continuity of learning, the non-continuation of work, the non-
continuity of the group and as a result the non-meeting of people after the
completion of the project and the feeling of some kind of abandonment. Also, the
lack of organization had caused a lack of coordination among people and they could
not continue working with each other after the completion of the project.
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