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Five University of Texas at Austin 
students, Natasha Sharma, Hilary 
Dockray, DeAnna Howard, Danielle 
Corely and Chantal Rochelle, designed 
and implemented a socially sustainable 
gender empowerment project in Accra, 
Ghana. They worked with a group of 
twenty-three women, ages 17-40, to 
address some of the social inequities 
that exist in their community in Accra. 
The women are residents of the 
Agbobloshie slum, known for its high 
rates of crime, rampant prostitution, 
numerous health hazards, and abject 
poverty. They received services from Self 
Help Initiative Support Services (SISS), a 
non-profit organization that works with 
members of underserved communities 
in Accra. 

Although Ghana’s GDP was reported 
to have grown by 5 percent in 2004, 
and the value of exports increased by 
11 percent, an estimated 40 percent of 
Ghanaians continued to live below the 
poverty level, with a per capita income of 
less than $1 per day and unemployment 

remaining high. Ghana opted for debt 
relief under the Heavily Indebted 
Poor Country (HIPC) program and was 
included in a G-8 debt relief program 
in July 2005. This measure significantly 
reduced the country’s external debt 
from $6.2 billion in 2001 to $2.2 billion 
in 2006. Ghana was also one of sixteen 
countries awarded funds ($547 million) 
by the U.S. government through its 
Millennium Challenge Account toward 
poverty alleviation in 2006 (Middleton, 
Miller, 2008). For these reasons, the 
students felt that Ghana would be an 
appropriate location for their program.  

Sharma, Dockray, Howard, Corely, and 
Rochelle worked alongside SISS to 
implement a gender empowerment 
program. This initiative aimed to 
provide the women with tools 
to combat both socioeconomic 
disparities and sexist structures that 
exist within the community. Sharma, 
Dockray, Howard, Corely, and Rochelle 
developed and facilitated culturally 
competent, interactive workshops 
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about reproductive health, self-love, 
financial planning, team-building, and 
social support. They also fundraised over 
$1,000 for microloans and batik shirts for 
the workshops’ participants. The purpose 
of this initiative was to help the women 
become agents of long-term social 
change within their own communities.

Rochelle addressed self-love, body 
image and sisterhood in her workshop. 
Since she was the first to present, she 
started off with an icebreaker. She asked 
each of the women to state their names 
and share one aspect of their physical 
appearance that they liked. She used this 
activity to segue into a discussion about 
inner and outer beauty. After a brief 
PowerPoint presentation about hygiene 
and skin care, Rochelle facilitated a 
discussion about skin bleaching and 
the desire for “whiteness” in Ghana. 
She asked the women to share their 
thoughts regarding the origin of “white 
superiority,” and its role in Ghanaian 
society. As the women spoke about the 
prevalence of skin bleaching throughout 
their communities, Rochelle listened and 

shared research about the medical and 
psychological impact of fairness creams. 
She then led a self-reinforcement activity 
where the women affirmed each other’s 
positive traits. Rochelle also spoke about 
the importance of friendship and the 
importance of a support network among 
females. She concluded her workshop by 
handing out tote bags with Shea butter 
and hygiene wipes.

Sharma’s workshop centered on 
sex education and women’s health 
issues. She began her workshop with 
a “mythbusters” activity where she 
addressed common misconceptions 
about sex, pregnancy, and sexually 
transmitted diseases. The women 
agreed this was beneficial since it 
clarified wives’ tales and myths they 
heard since childhood. A significant 
number of them stated that in Ghana it 
is widely believed that a virgin cannot 
become pregnant after her first sexual 
experience. Some also discussed how 
many Ghanaians believe that sleeping 
with a virgin will cure one of HIV/AIDS. 
Sharma led a Q & A session following 

Figure 1.  Self-Help Initiative Support Sevcies in Accra, Ghana.
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opportunities. Howard then asked the 
women to exchange ideas and help each 
other build on their respective plans. 
Next, she spoke about the importance of 
strong interpersonal skills. The women 
agreed that a personable attitude and 
an ability to reach out to others go a 
long way when it comes to marketing a 
product or company. Howard then led an 
exercise where each person introduced 
themselves and discussed their ideas. 
Finally, the women were asked to find 
another member in the group whom 
they felt shared a similar business plan. 
After identifying potential business 
partners, the women worked in pairs 
to develop joint plans. Howard and the 
other facilitators offered suggestions 
and input throughout this concluding 
activity. 

On the last workshop day, Corely focused 
on tying loose ends and discussing 
the importance of sustainability. She 
led numerous team-building activities 
to allow more bonding time for the 
women. She also presented a slideshow 
which briefly touched on the different 

speaker from a local bank presented 
information about starting a bank 
account. He spoke about the process 
of setting up and maintaining the 
account. He provided his contact 
information for those who may wish to 
establish an account in the future. After 
he finished his presentation, Dockray 
asked the women to set financial goals 
for themselves. The other workshop 
facilitators worked with different pairs 
of women to help them develop action 
plans. Dockray concluded the workshop 
by handing out money management 
information sheets for them to keep. 

Howard presented about the importance 
of professional networking among 
budding entrepreneurs. Since many 
of the women either owned or were in 
the process of starting a small business, 
Howard covered topics including 
teamwork, communication skills, and 
collaboration. The women started 
the day by drafting business plans. 
From clothing boutiques to catering 
companies, the women considered 
a wide array of entrepreneurial 

the “mythbusters” activity to discuss any 
questions or concerns the women had. 
Next, she presented a slideshow with 
information about pregnancy, methods 
of contraception, and abortion. She also 
included a section about identifying and 
treating sexually transmitted diseases. 
Sharma completed this part of the 
presentation with a discussion about 
self-determination and taking charge 
of one’s health. She concluded her 
workshop with a condom demonstration 
on a cucumber. She also handed out 
condoms and referrals to women’s health 
clinics in the greater Accra area. 

Dockray’s workshop revolved around 
money management and personal 
bank accounts. She introduced these 
topics with a basic money management 
exercise. The women spent a few 
minutes writing down their various 
expenses and financial goals. Dockray 
then asked them to work in pairs and 
discuss their major expenditures. 
She also asked that they brainstorm 
suggestions for budgeting and saving 
money. Following this activity, a guest 

Figure 2.  Women in Accra working together.
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Rochelle, Sharma, Dockray, Howard, and 
Corely’s goal was to create a program 
which would produce long-term, 
sustainable results. The students hoped 
to empower the women by equipping 
them with knowledge, resources, and 
tools for self-sufficiency. Upon acquiring 
valuable new information from the 
workshops, the women
 stated that they planned to further 
educate members of their own 
communities. The students were pleased 
to hear that their efforts were well-
received. To further ensure the program’s 
sustainability, the students will pass on 
the project idea and results to next year’s 
group which will work with SISS. It is 
imperative that students and volunteers 
continue to supervise the project and 
provide the women with tools and 
opportunities for success. As the old 
Chinese proverb states, “If you give a 
man a fish, you feed him for a day. If you 
teach a man to fish, you feed him for a 
lifetime.” 

topics addressed throughout the week. 
Corely then allowed for a brief Q & 
A session where the women posed 
questions about the different workshops. 
Following the Q & A session, Corely 
spoke about the long-term impact of 
the gender empowerment program. 
She and the other facilitators engaged 
in a discussion with the women about 
ways they share the information they 
received through the workshops with 
their respective communities. One of the 
women, for instance, spoke about how 
she plans to incorporate the information 
from the reproductive health workshop 
into a sex education class for young 
women. Another spoke about how she 
plans to share her new knowledge about 
budgeting with her family members. 
Corely concluded this final session with 
brief interviews regarding the microloan 
money. She and the other facilitators 
met with each of the women to learn 
more about their business plans and 
potential use of the money. The three 
women with the most well thought-out, 
concrete, and organized plans were 
selected to receive starting loans. 
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Figure 3.  A women’s life skills training workshop.


