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Executive Summary 
The Garment Worker Diaries (GWD) provide detailed data on 
the economic lives of garment workers in Bangladesh, 
including how they spend their money on food, education, 
housing, and other expenses each week. This report uses 
data collected between July and December 2018 from 568 
women garment workers to demonstrate how the role women 
garment workers play within their households varies 
considerably from woman to woman.  

Our analysis identifies three different types of role: Supporter 
(21 percent of women), Manager (12 percent), or Independent 
(69 percent). Supporters hand their factory earnings over to 
another member of their household and, as a result, spend 
little of their own money on things like food, clothing, 
transportation, and housing (rent and utilities). In contrast, 
Managers retain control of their earnings and also receive 
money from other members of their household. They tend to 
be in charge of all types of spending, including housing. 
Independents retain control of their own earnings, but neither 
transfer money to nor receive money from other members of 
their households. 

Women in each of the roles: 

• Earn about the same each month—their role within the 
household is not tied to what they earn 

• Spend regularly on food, but in varying amounts 
depending on their role 

• Have very different patterns of spending when it comes 
to housing and education 

• Use credit in very different ways 

Introduction 
Just over a year ago MFO released a report on the economic 
lives of garment workers in Bangladesh, based on Garment 
Worker Diaries data collected in 2016 and 2017. The report 
identified three different types of household role that the 180 
women who participated in the study fulfilled: Supporter, 
Manager, or Independent. Supporters hand their factory 
earnings over to another member of their household and, as a 
result, spend little of their own money on things like food, 
clothing, transportation, and housing (rent and utilities). In 
contrast, Managers retain control of their earnings and also 
receive money from other members of their household. They 
tend to be in charge of all types of spending, including 
housing. Independents retain control of their own earnings, but 
neither transfer money to nor receive money from other 
members of their households.  

These very different patterns of spending and transfers had 
two important implications. First, they demonstrated a diversity 
in the household roles of women garment workers in 
Bangladesh: from women exercising little control over their 
money to women who were fully in charge of their household’s 
finances. The data also suggested the need for a nuanced 
approach to analyzing and interpreting Diaries spending data. 
Simple averages across the full sample would severely 
understate the spending being done by some women and 
overstate the spending done by others. This report uses a new 
Diaries data set collected from Bangladesh Garment Workers 
to verify the previous study’s findings with a much larger 
sample, and to set the stage for analysis of the spending data 
emanating from these new, large-scale Diaries. 

Since July 2018, MFO has been collecting Diaries data from a 
much larger sample of garment workers in Bangladesh. We 
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began with about 200 workers in July and scaled up to 1,300 
by the end of December. We recently released data collected 
from 641 workers from whom we collected 10 or more weeks 
of data during 2018, of which 568 are women. In this report we 
replicate the analysis we did last year, but with this larger 
sample that is more representative of women garment workers 
in Bangladesh as a whole. There are two broad messages 
emerging from this analysis: 

1. Women’s household roles in Bangladesh, at least 
among garment workers, are diverse; 

2. One can only understand women garment workers’ 
spending patterns by understanding their roles within 
their household. This has implications for how we think 
about the wages they earn and the costs they cover. 

Women’s Household Roles 
Overview 
As in the previous study, we used a method called cluster 
analysis to identify groups (clusters) of garment workers 
whose spending habits and intra-household transfers were 
similar to each other. We tried putting workers into different 
numbers of groups to see which number made most sense in 
terms of grouping similar workers while also making sure the 
groups were different from each other. We found that the 
number of groups that made most sense was three, which is 
the same as the previous study, and that their general 
behavior in terms of spending and intra-household transfers 
were similar to the groups in the previous study. 

Figure 1: Distribution of Women across Groups 

 

The only difference in the results from this larger sample is 
that there are more Independent women workers in this 
sample than in the last, and proportionately fewer Managers 
and Supporters, as a share of the total sample of women. 

Household Roles and Household Characteristics 
What these data tell us is that women have a diverse set of 
roles within their households. Those roles are associated with 
certain household characteristics. Independent women tend to 
live in smaller households (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Median Household Size by Group 

 

Managers are likely to be older (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Median Age by Group 

 

Generally, the women participating in the study are married, 
but almost all Managers are married and it is the married 
Managers who pull the age of Managers up. But there is also a 
fair number of married women who are Independent 
spenders—they spend what they earn and do not transfer 
money to or from other members of their household. 
Supporters are most likely not to be married, those un-married 
supporters are young, suggesting that they are never-married 
daughters living with one or more parent(s) (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Group and Marital Status 

 

Household Role and Spending Patterns 
Overview 
As might be expected given the way in which we identified the 
household roles of women workers, the groups’ monthly 
average spending and transfers are distinctly different from 
each other. Managers spent over four times what Supporters 
spent in an average month, and twice what Independents 
spent. Managers supported their high spending with transfers 
from other members of their household—on average over Tk. 
7,000 per month, while Supporters handed over almost Tk. 
5,000 per month to other members of their household, on 
average. Independents had few transfers to or from other 
members of their household. The spending differences across 
the groups were solely due to the intra-household transfer 
differences—the average monthly incomes the groups earned 
were roughly similar. There is some indication that household 
Managers had to work a little less hard to earn their income, 
probably because of their greater experience. 

Table 5: Average Monthly Cash Flows, Taka 

 

Beyond these broad-brush differences in spending patterns 
across the different household roles, there are some more 
subtle differences in how women in different roles spend the 
money they control that are worth noting. These relate to the 
different types of payments the women made and their use of 
credit. 



 
Garment Worker Diaries, April 2019 

4 

Regular vs. Intermittent Payments 
Within the GWD data there are two categories of spending that 
happen almost every week: food spending and other 
spending. The first category is obvious: the workers record any 
money they spend on food. Other spending is a residual 
category that is composed of all the workers’ spending that is 
not spent on food, housing (rent and utilities), or education 
(fees, uniforms, materials, etc.). This means that the other 
spending category covers a multitude of items and activities 
such as a new cooking pot, soap, or bus fare. As one might 
expect, both food and other spending is very common: 
workers reported spending money on food using cash in 91 
percent of weeks; workers reported other spending in 69 
percent of weeks. They also reported buying these items on 
credit in 36 percent and 19 percent of weeks respectively—we 
will return to these store credit purchases later. 

Table 1: Regular Weekly Transaction Amounts and Frequencies 

 

When we look at how women in different roles spend money 
on these different categories of items and services, we see 
that spending money on these is common for women in all 
roles, though Supporters reported buying food with cash in 78 
percent of the weeks of the study, while Managers reported 

doing so in 98 percent of weeks. The numbers for other items 
or services bought with cash are 61 percent and 76 percent 
respectively (Table 6).  

The big difference between women in these two different roles 
is in the amount they spend, when they do spend money (the 
averages exclude weeks when the women did not spend any 
money on the category of item or service in question). When 
Managers bought food in cash they spent over Tk. 1,000 in a 
week; the same was true of spending on other items or 
services. In contrast, Supporters only spent Tk. 276 and Tk. 
256 respectively when they did spend money.  

Differences in behavior among the groups show up in different 
ways when we look at their spending on housing and 
education, which require far more intermittent spending. The 
three groups spent relatively similar amounts on housing, 
when they did make such a payment—between Tk. 2,600 and 
Tk. 3,600 on average (Table 7).  

Table 6: Intermittent Spending on Education and Housing 

 

The big difference was in the frequency of these housing 
payments. Managers and Independents made a rent payment 
about once in every five weeks (in 22 and 20 percent of weeks 
respectively). In contrast, supporters rarely made a housing 
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payment—once every 12 weeks or so (eight percent of the 
weeks). These data suggest that Managers and Independents 
are largely in charge of making the rent payments for their 
household, while Supporters are not, but they do occasionally 
play that role (Table 7). 

Store Credit and Loans 
The story regarding store credit and loans is clear. In the three 
categories of credit the workers are reporting in the GWD, 
Supporters are far less likely to have used credit than the other 
two groups of women. Store credit to buy food is the most 
common type of credit all garment workers report using. But 
supporters only report using it once every eight weeks or so 
(13 percent of weeks), while Managers report using it once 
every three weeks (34 percent of weeks) and Independents 
report using it almost twice a month (43 percent of weeks). 
The amounts do also vary considerably across groups, but the 
differences in frequency of use are striking.  

The same is the case for the other two types of credit: other 
items bought on store credit and cash loans received from 
someone. The latter are fairly rare—Managers and 
Independents report getting a loan every three months or so, 
and Supporters report getting one, on average, once a year. 
Strikingly, Supporters and Independents borrow roughly the 
same amounts, but Managers are able to access much larger 
sums of money. 

Table 7: Use of Credit by Group 

 


