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Discussion Guide

Setting the Stage

Before starting your discussion, bring the issues facing women and girls in developing countries to life by watching 
a short video about CARE’s work:

•	 Sign up on CARE’s Web site (www.care.org/bookclubs) and we will send you a free “I Am Powerful Action Kit” 
DVD to show when your group meets. The DVD features short videos about CARE’s work, including our village 
savings and loan programs.

•	 Bring a laptop to your meeting and visit the Women Empowered Project (www.womenempoweredproject.com/). 
Watch mini documentaries by acclaimed photographer Phil Borges, including “Strength in Numbers,” about 
how African women can turn their small savings into a sustainable village bank. 

“Half the Sky” is a call to arms 

against our era’s most pervasive 

human rights violation: the 

oppression of women in the 

developing world. With Pulitzer Prize 

winners Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl 

WuDunn as our guides, we undertake 

a journey through Africa and Asia to 

meet an extraordinary array of women 

struggling under profoundly dire 

circumstances. But we meet as well 

those who have triumphed, including 

a woman in Burundi who becomes 

an empowered entrepreneur with the 

support of a CARE village savings and 

loan program. Through these women’s 

stories, the authors help us see 

that the key to social and economic 

progress around the world lies in 

unleashing women’s potential – and 

we all can play a role in helping to 

make that happen.

CARE (www.care.org) is a leading 
humanitarian organization fighting 
global poverty. Recognizing 
that women and girls suffer 
disproportionately from poverty, 
CARE places special emphasis 
on empowering them to create 
permanent social change. Women 
are at the heart of CARE’s 
community-based efforts to improve 
basic education, expand 
economic opportunity 
and increase access 
to health services in 
more than 65 countries 
around the world.

After reading “Half the Sky,” gather 

with your book club, your local 

women’s group, or your family and 

friends and use this CARE guide 

to discuss the challenges and 

opportunities that women and girls 

face around the world. Then, spark a 

conversation about how your group 

can take action and join CARE in a 

worldwide movement to fight global 

poverty by empowering women  

and girls.

Half The Sky

Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide

Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn

Hardcover: 320 pages / Publisher: Knopf

ISBN-13: 978-0307267146
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Starting the Discussion 

Around the world, a total of 1.4 billion people live on less than $1.25 a day. An additional 1.5 billion people 
live on less than $2 a day. Combined, this is almost half of the world’s population. The burden of poverty falls 
disproportionately on women and girls – 60 percent of the poorest people on the planet are female. But when 
women and girls have the opportunity, they can become powerful catalysts for change in their societies. 

“Half the Sky” helps us recognize that poverty is not inevitable. It is the product of decisions, practices and beliefs 
that prevent people, especially women and girls, from reaching their full potential. By working together to empower 
women and girls, we can change the world and help end poverty. 

•	 How would you convey the message of the book “Half the Sky” to family, friends and colleagues?

•	 What was the most valuable thing you learned from reading the book?

•	 In “Half the Sky” we meet women and girls from around the world. How are their situations similar, despite 
the unique challenges that they face?

•	 Of all the women and girls featured in the book, was there one whose story impacted you the most?  Why?

•	 How was that person’s life affected by gender discrimination? How was her life affected by the widespread 
poverty in her country? 

•	 How is gender discrimination in the United States different from the discrimination women and girls face in 
“Half the Sky”? How is it similar? 

•	 How is poverty in the countries featured in “Half the Sky” different from poverty in the United States? How is 
it similar? 

•	 How are women and girls disproportionately impacted by poverty?

•	 Why is the empowerment of women and girls an effective way to address global poverty?

•	 Are there women in your life who exemplify women’s empowerment?  What about them makes them powerful?
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Goretti’s Story & Women’s Economic Empowerment

Providing economic opportunity for women is key to the fight against global poverty. In “Half the Sky,” Goretti’s 
story in chapter 11 demonstrates how empowered women can overcome societal barriers and help lift their families 
and communities out of poverty. When women organize and participate in the economy, their household incomes 
increase, allowing them to invest in their families’ health care, nutrition and education, and helping to provide a 
foundation for social change.  

CARE has launched the Access Africa signature program (www.care.org/accessafrica) to help 150 million people in 39 
sub-Saharan African countries break the vicious cycle of poverty. A cornerstone of Access Africa is the village savings 
and loan methodology, which CARE pioneered in the early ’90s. In village savings and loan associations, like the one 
that Goretti takes part in, women save a small sum each week. From this fund, members take out loans to invest in 
small-scale entrepreneurial activities. They then repay the loans with interest, growing the fund and enabling others 
to access credit. 

•	 How does the CARE village savings and loan program benefit Goretti? Are there benefits beyond the new 
income that she earns?

•	 How does earning and “handling” money change Goretti’s social status?

•	 Does coming together as a group help the women support themselves and their families better than they could 
as individuals? How? In what ways do the members act to empower each other?

•	 Why is it important that the members each contribute their savings to the pooled fund?

•	 How do Goretti’s choices about how to spend family income differ from her husband’s?

•	 What personal risk does Goretti take in joining the village savings and loan association?

•	 Why is it important to educate men about the benefits of women’s economic empowerment?

•	 What challenges and opportunities do women in business in the United States share in common with 
Goretti’s group? 

•	 What qualities does Goretti possess that make her a potential leader in her community?

•	 How can our group apply what we have learned from Goretti’s story and all the stories in “Half the Sky” to 
make a difference in the lives of women and girls around the world?
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Taking Action

Encourage your group to take this discussion a step further and join the movement to fight global poverty by 
empowering women and girls. Here are a few suggestions for how your group can take action now to help women 
like Goretti:

1.	 Speak out in support of women’s microfinance programs: Write your members of Congress and ask them to 
support the Global Resources and Opportunities for Women to Thrive (GROWTH) Act, S.1425 (www.care.org/
GROWTH). The act would enable women living in poverty around the world to start and develop businesses 
through enhanced microfinance services, including loans and related financial tools. It also supports efforts 
to help women realize their full economic potential, such as ensuring land and property rights, supporting 
economic education, skills training and advocacy programs.

2.	 Join the CARE Action Network at www.can.care.org. You will receive regular updates on ways to take 
immediate action when it is needed most. As the authors of “Half the Sky” state, joining CAN “will assist you 
in speaking out, educating policymakers and underscoring that the public wants action against poverty and 
injustice. This kind of citizen advocacy is essential to create change. As we’ve said, this movement won’t be 
led by the president or by members of Congress, any more than their historical counterparts led the civil rights 
or abolitionist movements – but if leaders smell votes, they will follow. The government will act where our 
national interests are at stake, leadership must come from ordinary citizens like you.” (page 251) 

3.	 Spread the word about what you’ve learned. Discuss the issues raised in “Half the Sky” at future group 
meetings and with friends, family members and colleagues. Visit CARE’s Web site for other book recommendations 
(www.care.org/bookclubs) and ways your group can stay involved (www.care.org/getinvolved). 

4.	 Donate to CARE’s programs as a group: 90 percent of CARE’s resources go directly to poverty-fighting programs.

“If half the world’s population remains vulnerable to economic, political, legal and social marginalization, 
our hope of advancing democracy and prosperity is in serious jeopardy. The United States must be an 
unequivocal and unwavering voice in support of women’s rights in every country on every continent.” 

– Hillary Clinton, U.S. Secretary of State

CARE USA
151 Ellis Street, NE
Atlanta, GA 30303

www.care.org

E-mail groups@care.org with questions or for more information on ways to get involved.


