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ARTICLE

Changing lives: Transformative learning and financial
attitudes of Filipino women migrants in Italy

Manuela Prandinia and Baconguis D. T. Rowenab

aPenso a Te APS, University of the Philippines, Los Ba~nos, Laguna, Philippines; bCollege of Public
Affairs and Development, University of the Philippines, Los Ba~nos, Laguna, Philippines

ABSTRACT
Faced with impoverishment after the financial crisis of 2008,
Filipino women migrants in Italy struggle to sustain their financial
commitments to their families in the Philippines. Research shows
that financial literacy and entrepreneurship (FLE) education can
improve financial management and decision-making processes.
Spanning a period of eighteen months, this case study aimed at
investigating whether the existing training modules organised by
Atikha, the Filipino Women Council and the ALSE OF-LIFE
Consortium in Italy have led to changes in the financial attitudes
of the thirty-three interviewed Filipinas who attended the pro-
grams in the last ten years. This paper seeks to highlight the
value of FLE training in promoting the transformative interpret-
ation of individual perspectives in line with Mezirow’s
Transformative Learning process. The training programs can be
viewed as empowering interventions, capable of contributing to
the development of new personal and financial goals. The inter-
viewees’ responses to the in-depth, semi-structured interviews
showed that the FLE programs have helped participants critically
assess how to develop more productive attitudes towards finan-
cial management, and identify sustainable forms of support to
their left-behind families.
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1. Introduction

Since the global financial crisis of 2008, financial education has been on the inter-
national agenda in an attempt to promote financial inclusion around the world
(Lundberg and Mulaj 2014). Financial inclusion, defined as the availability and equal
access to financial services and opportunities, is a precondition for migrant workers to
benefit from their migratory experience (CeSPI 2019). As gender differences impact
greatly on women’s ability to be financially included, financial literacy and entrepre-
neurship (FLE) education can play a critical role in transforming migrant women’s atti-
tudes towards financial instruments and improving financial decision-making
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processes by laying the foundations for a virtuous circle of socio-economic empower-
ment (CeSPI 2019).

The Philippines is among the top ten migrant-sending countries in the world
(United Nations 2017, PSA 2019). Alongside Indonesia and Sri Lanka, the Philippines
is one of the states in Asia where women constitute the majority of overseas migrant
workers (PSA 2019). The high percentage of Filipino women in out-migration has
stemmed from declining economic opportunities and high unemployment rates at
home, and the request for women in the service sector in destination countries
(Parre~nas 2000, UN Women 2015). In Italy, there are currently about 160,000 Filipino
migrants, of which 57 per cent are women (ISTAT 2018). What makes the situation
complex for Filipino women migrants is the struggle to balance their families’ eco-
nomic dependency with their actual earnings (Dizon-Ano~nuevo and Ano~nuevo 2002,
Basa et al. 2012). Having to keep working to satisfy the economic needs of their fami-
lies and being unable to make investments for their future, migrant Filipinas become
trapped in a vicious circle of financial dependency and high-interest debts (Basa et al.
2017). Such cycle of indebtedness builds a strong case for the need of financial literacy
and entrepreneurial training.

This paper concerns the financial and entrepreneurial learning of migrant Filipinas
in Italy by means of attendance to two adult education interventions, the FinLit sem-
inar and the ALSE OF-LIFE Executive Education Program. Although markedly differ-
ent in length and structure, the two programs are both community-based interventions
run by Filipino volunteers. The FinLit seminar was launched by Atikha1 in partnership
with FWC2 and CISP3 for the implementation of the research project Maximising the
Gains and Minimising the Social cost of Overseas Migration in the Philippines in 2008
(EC-UN JMDI 2011). It is currently run by Atikha in collaboration with ACFIL4 in
parts of northern Italy, and by FWC in cooperation with the Overseas Workers
Welfare Administration (OWWA) in central and southern Italy. The ALSE OF-LIFE,
organised by the Migration and Development Consortium in collaboration with
Ateneo de Manila, started in Rome, Italy also in 2008 as the result of a small research
study aimed at tackling the Filipino youth’s integration difficulties in Rome. Since
then, the training has been opened to all overseas Filipino workers aged 18 and above
(Liamzon et al. 2018). The main objective of the two programs is to address the social
cost of migration by building upon Filipino migrants’ undervalued capacities, and
strengthening their leadership qualities to change their mind-sets, and transform their
lives and those of their families (Ano~nuevo et al. 2008, Liamzon et al. 2018).

Mezirow’s Transformative Learning provides the theoretical lens to investigate the
research question of this paper, namely ‘What changes in financial and entrepreneurial
attitudes may take place in Filipino women migrants in Italy as a result of their attend-
ance to the FLE courses?’ More specifically, this study looks at how such training pro-
grams are able to create the context to develop critical perspectives, and explore
options for new socio-economic roles. The conceptual construct of changes in attitude
points to the development of new frames of reference by means of a critical evaluation
of reality leading to revised decision-making processes. Based on the qualitative ana-
lysis of Filipino women migrants’ nuanced perceptions of transformed attitudes, the
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research aims at understanding how migrant Filipinas’ gendered experiences can influ-
ence the discovery and exploitation of economic opportunities. The analysis’s starting
point is thus the emancipatory power of transformative adult learning from a gendered
perspective within a discourse of inclusive community interventions.

2. Literature review

Financial literacy is viewed as the combination of skills, awareness, attitudes, and
behaviours vital to reach financial capability (GAO 2011, Lundberg and Mulaj 2014,
Njaramba et al. 2015). Specifically, financial literacy constitutes ‘a capacity building
process over an individual’s lifetime’ (Yoshino et al. 2015, p. 5), which entails increased
financial awareness, more informed decision making, effective action to improve one’s
financial situation and plans for long-term financial well-being (Helvetas n.d., Lusardi
and Mitchell 2014).

Robson (2012) maintains that there is still lack of conclusive, causal links between
financial literacy training and changes in attitudes among disadvantaged communities.
However, there exists substantial evidence that FLE programs make important contri-
butions to migrants’ wellbeing by promoting financial inclusion and increasing their
self-efficacy to start making plans for their future in spite of lower wages and limited
savings (ISS of BC and Staddon 2009, Sprow 2011, Robson 2012).

Although the 20th century saw the marked entrance of women in the workforce, the
European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE 2016) highlights that women encounter
more difficulties in setting aside money and financing their own enterprises as a result
of an existing gender gap in financial literacy perceptions, and reduced earnings as
compared to their male counterparts. Having internalised gender discriminatory
notions, women suffer from lack of self-confidence (Camelo-Ordaz et al. 2016).
Reduced self-esteem and gendered social norms limit women’s ability to acquire prop-
erties and assets, and access financial products such as credit and loans (IFAD 2019).

Gender affects every aspect of migration, from the decision of whom will migrate in
the family to the challenges a woman migrant faces and the specific opportunities she
meets, from her salary to the quantity and frequency of remittances she can send home
(Caritas Internationalis 2010, Petrozziello 2013). Suffering from the compound dis-
crimination of being migrants and women at the same time, migrant women are in a
position of disadvantage in comparison to migrant men (Caritas Internationalis 2010,
IOM 2010). As migrant women struggle more than the average citizen to reach finan-
cial inclusion, FLE training can lead them to realise what they need to do to change
their future prospects by acquiring new frames of reference to take action and bring
about actual transformations of points of view (Linciano and Soccorso 2017, IFAD
2019). These changes can be achieved more effectively when FLE training courses are
carried out as part of adult education programs suited to meet migrant women’s spe-
cific needs through a gender-sensitive emancipatory approach (Lusardi and Mitchell
2008, ILO 2011, GIZ 2012, Barua et al. 2018).
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3. Theoretical underpinnings

Mezirow (1981, 1991, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000) has advanced the view of a reflective
process of transformative adult learning aimed at the elaboration of existing meaning
perspectives or frames of reference, the development of new frames, and the transform-
ation of habits of mind and points of view through critical reflection, in-depth under-
standing of life experiences, and rational discourse. Transformative learning stems
from the way in which adults respond to challenges by negotiating a series of transfor-
mations of meaning perspectives. The term ‘meaning perspective’ refers to ‘the process
of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the mean-
ing of one’s experience in order to guide future action’ (Mezirow 1996, p. 162).

Mezirow’s process of perspective transformation progresses through eleven phases,
starting with a disorienting dilemma, which leads to self-examination and critical
reflection on the internalisation of role assumptions, and cultural and social expecta-
tions (Mezirow 1991, 1994). Critical reflectivity is central to the adult learning process,
as it is the conscious assessment of the existing frames of reference by which beliefs are
justified or challenged through discourse to reach the best-informed decision (Mezirow
1995, 2000). Critical scrutiny further leads to the realisation that others have experi-
enced similar circumstances, which in turns guides the exploration of options to plan a
course of action through the acquisition of knowledge and skills for its actualisation.
At this stage, adults try out their new roles, while ‘renegotiating relationships and nego-
tiating new relationships’ (Mezirow 1994, p. 224). The process of negotiation of rela-
tionships emphasises the value of critical reflection as it contributes to confidence
building, a necessary step before reintegrating into social life on the grounds of the
newly acquired frames (Mezirow 1991). The entire process ends with a paradigmatic
shift, whereby the structures of assumptions shaping an individual’s habits of mind
and points of view, and influencing decision-making are validated through interaction
and dialogue (Mezirow 1991, 2000). According to Mezirow (2003), adult education can
create the conditions and provide the skills for such process of critical and emancipa-
tory transformation to take place. The final emancipatory shift is enhanced by individ-
uals engaging with other adults in ‘critical reflection – and self-reflection – on
assumptions and effective participation in critical-dialectical discourse (reflective judg-
ment) – essential components of democratic citizenship’ (Mezirow 2003, p. 62).

4. Methodology

Situated within a critical research paradigm, this research adopted a qualitative
approach by means of a case study. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were used as
a gender-sensitive method capable of exploring the migrant Filipinas’ heterogeneous
perspectives and describing their unique perceptions, while ensuring the holistic under-
standing of their changes in attitudes after attendance to the FinLit and the ALSE OF-
LIFE programs (Schwenken and Eberhardt 2008, Creswell 2014, Aurini et al. 2016)
(See Annexe 1 for the full interview schedule).

Conducted between June 2018 and November 2019, the study was located in
Bologna, Florence, Genoa, Milan, Rome, and Turin in Italy, because of the presence
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ofmigrant associations implementing the trainings and larger numbers of program par-
ticipants in these cities (EC-UN JMDI 2011, ISTAT 2018, Liamzon et al. 2018).

Out of the almost 1,500 Filipino migrants that have participated to the FinLit and
the ALSE OF-LIFE programs since their start, thirty-three respondents were selected
for being Filipino women migrants working in Italy, who had attended the training in
the last ten years. Given the qualitative nature of the study, purposive sampling was
employed to identify the respondents from the lists of participants that had been pro-
vided by the implementing organisations (Patton 2015). The number of respondents
was reached by means of theoretical saturation, which indicates the point where no
new information can be obtained from further data to develop the theoretical catego-
ries employed in the research (Saunders et al. 2018). Unwanted bias emerged during
the identification of the respondents, since two thirds were either serving as volunteers
in the ALSE programs or in the local Filipino migrant associations. Being involved dir-
ectly in the organisation of the sessions, these interviewees strongly supported the
training, and their learning was reinforced by being routinely exposed to the program
content as part of a supportive community.

To ensure voluntary involvement, at the beginning of each one-hour interview ses-
sion, the researchers provided respondents with a brief overview of the study and what
their participation involved, gaining the participants’ written consent. To protect the
respondents’ identity and ensure confidentiality, all the names were given aliases.

The raw data emerging during the interviews were examined by means of theoretical
thematic analysis, employing the recursive process outlined in Braun and Clarke’s six-
phase framework (2006). Such analysis allowed the researchers to identify and study
specific patterns within the data, and interpret the respondents’ perceived changes in
FLE attitudes in as thick detail as possible (Braun and Clarke 2006, Maguire and
Delahunt 2017).

5. Findings

The interviewed migrant Filipinas had been in Italy an average of 20 years. They were
adolescents or single, young women below the age of 30 when they first arrived. They
migrated through the family reunification program to join their families, who had
already been working in the country. Female family members financed their migration,
and helped them find a job. Since their qualifications from the Philippines are not rec-
ognised, with their college degrees, the respondents were overqualified for working as
domestic helpers and caregivers. Yet, due to the great demand in the social care sector,
it was easier to be employed in the service sector than to get any professional job.
Interviewees tended to work part-time in different households, often with late nights
and few rest days. They managed to earn between 750 and over 1250 Euro from all
jobs. This amount included also what earned from undeclared and unregistered sour-
ces. Having been in Italy for an extended period of time, twenty-two respondents lived
together with their children and husbands, who also worked in Italy in the service sec-
tor or in the industry, and sent financial support to their own families in the
Philippines. The high number of respondents living with their families in the host
country stands to confirm the settled face of the Filipino migration in Italy due to its
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long-standing history, since the early 1970s, as reported in the literature (Zanfrini and
Sarli 2009).

The migrant Filipinas in the present study showed various combinations of modifi-
cations of attitude towards financial management following the attendance to the
FinLit seminar and the ALSE OF-LIFE program. They attested to increased self-esteem,
the development of financial awareness with a need for clear financial goals and discip-
line, the acquisition of a new perspective on loans and the desire to reach financial
security. They reported an increased sense of social responsibility, and described a shift
in the management of remittances (See Annexe 2 for the main thematic categories
emerging from the interviews).

5.1. The relevance of enhanced self-esteem

The respondents in this study expressed how attending the FLE training contributed to
the development of a more positive outlook on life thanks to renewed and enhanced
self-esteem.

They remarked how they had left the Philippines expecting to find satisfactory work
in line with their qualifications in Italy. The discrepancy between their educational
qualifications and the lower social status as care workers had left the women feeling
devalued. Ella, a college graduate in Nutrition and Dietetics, expressed her disappoint-
ment at being restricted to work in the capacity of domestic helper in spite of her pre-
vious experience and training. She explained, ‘I feel the weight of changing life. It is
not easy to be limited to work as a domestic’. Believing that it would be easy for her to
continue her studies, Nicole had left the Philippines to join her sister, who had been
working in Italy. It was hard for her to accept to work as a cleaner. She commented, ‘I
couldn’t accept the situation that I had studied that much, I had graduated cum laude
at the university, and then I was working as a domestic helper’. This disconnect is an
issue that is addressed in the FLE training courses, so that the attendance to the pro-
grams may act as a boost to the migrant Filipinas’ self-esteem. Denise had taken many
specialisation courses before leaving the Philippines almost 18 years earlier. In Italy,
she worked as care giver to an elderly lawyer. Although she was well remunerated, she
felt frustrated and unsatisfied with her future prospects. Joining the training allowed
Denise ‘to study more, and recover personal self-confidence by starting to learn again’.

By contributing to increase the overall sense of self-worth, the training programs
also led respondents to look at the future with confidence. Grace, who was in her for-
ties and attended the FinLit seminar in 2009 only two years after beginning her work
as caregiver in Italy, commented, ‘Emotionally the course has helped me, because
before I was looking at the future in a very pessimistic way. The seminar gave me the
confidence to believe that I can do what I have been planning.’ Michelle, who com-
pleted the ALSE program in 2010, also emphasised how the training helped her believe
she could take charge of her life. Michelle explained, ‘The ALSE was an eye-opener. It
gave me encouragement to believe that I can be able to change my life in the future’.

The development of such sense of empowerment helped interviewed women realise
that there were other opportunities for them to engage in beside their unsatisfactory
work. For instance, Andrea, who left a good office job in the Philippines to join her
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relatives in Italy over twenty years ago, commented, ‘Before taking the ALSE course, I
would just divide myself between work and home. Now, I have a lot of confidence and
volunteer with the local secretariat to organise more courses. I am the coordinator
here’. Renewed and enhanced self-esteem ensued from the attendance to the FLE pro-
grams, as respondents felt they could make plans for their future, experience financial
and social independence for the first time, and see their social recognition grow within
their communities through active, social engagement.

5.2. Having clear financial goals

The development of financial awareness with the identification of clear financial goals
can be considered one of the most prominent changes of attitudes reported by the
respondents after attending the FLE programs. One of the migrants, Hannah, who
attended the FinLit seminar in 2009, pointed out that when she first arrived in Italy she
was not aware of the drawbacks of a life without financial goals. Hannah commented,

I used to just earn and spend. Since I had a job, at the end of the month I would get
more money. That was my way of thinking. Up to now, even my mother has thought in
this way, and still doesn’t t have many savings.

She had no endgame plan in mind. Her financial targets kept changing as a result of
the growing needs of her left-behind family. Migrants like Hannah provide for their
families as they work in their host country with no other assets apart from their earn-
ings, and no prospects of saving towards a stable financial future (Dizon-Ano~nuevo
and Ano~nuevo 2002, Liamzon 2016).

Ella, a middle-aged woman who had been working in Italy for thirteen years, had
met many Filipinos who had no other source of revenue but their job in the country of
migration. Thanks to the FLE training, Ella realised she did not want to lead such a
life. She explained,

During the ALSE course, I met a lot of Filipinos that have been working in Italy for a
long time and haven’t seen any changes in their lives. I was able to open my eyes on
what kind of life we are leading in Italy. It made me more aware that I don’t want to
live the sort of life that they are leading now. I want to know how to save and manage
my finances.

During the FLE training courses, respondents became aware that it was not possible
to save or invest without living by time-bound financial goals. Clarissa, who had been
in Italy for 31 years and had attended both FLE programs, recalled how her mother
kept telling her that as soon as they saved enough, they would go back to the
Philippines. Yet, after more than 20 years, their savings never seemed to be enough to
ensure a stable reintegration. Clarissa commented,

My mom always told us that we wouldn’t live in Italy for more than 5 years. But that
was already in 2009. We arrived in 1988. That’s more than 5 years, and we are still here.
We bought some land in the Philippines, but because of not having financial goals, we
were not able to reach what we wanted. But now, thanks to the ALSE, we know how to
set financial goals, and have a clear time frame within which to achieve such goals.

What emerged in this study as an important outcome of the attendance to the FLE
programs is the ability to reflect on what the migration experience entails, and how to
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benefit from it by having clear financial goals to achieve together with the
extended family.

5.3. Learning financial discipline

The 1970s Filipino musical comedy One Day Millionaire portrays the widespread atti-
tude of spending money immediately after being paid. It has become a stock phrase to
describe how Filipino migrants tend to lead their lives. Diana had been in Italy about
fifteen years. She was a single parent with two young children. The children lived in
the Philippines with her mother-in-law, but Diana received no financial help from her
former husband. Although, every cent counted for Diana, she would spend more than
she could afford. She explained,

Before the FinLit training I did not keep a cent. I worked and spent money on
shopping. I worked to have money to send to the Philippines. I could not think of the
future. But now I have changed. Time flies and if I used to go out shopping with friends
every day, now I do not any more. Also, thanks to the support of the friends I made on
the course, I have learnt to manage my little money better, and start working to change
my future.

Similarly to what found by Basa et al. (2012), respondents in this study explained
that the allure of expensive goods pushed them to acquire even what was not needed.
In order to dispel the sense of guilt for their absence, migrant Filipinas confirmed they
overspent for their families back home.

Research evidence supports the notion that financial discipline, better defined as
conscious spending, is an empowering skill that can be taught and learnt (DeHart
et al., 2016). Alike Diana, Francesca, an ALSE alumna, stressed how the program had
assisted her by helping her gain financial discipline. Francesca said, ‘I now think about
the way I spend and how to save. I have become more careful’. Thanks to the FinLit
seminars, Angela and Grace also learnt the importance of being disciplined and save to
create a safety net for their future. They respectively emphasised how important it is to
learn to ‘save for rainy days’ and not to ‘waste money.’ This is to ensure that there are
always enough funds for emergencies and for what is valued as important. Yet, no sav-
ing plan can be fruitful unless individuals manage to establish what is really important
and necessary. By means of the FLE training, women migrants in Italy have learnt that
wealth is about wanting less by aiming to satisfy needs without deprivation. Jessica, an
ALSE 2013 alumna, explained what she learnt during the course,

I’ve learned that wealth is not possessions of more material things. Wealth is more on
wanting less, but living a life that gives you all you need. I don’t think we should
deprive ourselves, but I also believe that we should not live like one-day millionaires.

Participants emphasised how FLE training had led to a fundamental change in
mind-set. Christine, who attended both the ALSE OF-LIFE and the FinLit programs
pointed out, ‘The courses helped me understand how to choose my needs – what the
needs and the wants are.’ What is truly necessary comes before what is superfluous,
and saving comes before spending any money. The development of financial discipline
is essential to achieve financial goals, create a safety net for the future and set the foun-
dation for a transformative shift.
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5.4. Gaining a new perspective on loans

Attendance to the FLE training programs contributed to making participants aware of
the nature of loans. All too often borrowing turns into escalating indebtedness.
Hannah described how she had to remain in Italy, even if she did not really want to, in
order to help her mother pay all her debts, ‘I was obliged to stay until we paid all the
debts. But time passes really quickly. So eventually I didn’t have any choice but to stay
here.’ Respondents in this study regretted having contracted high-interest, unproduct-
ive loans that paralysed them in a vicious circle of requesting further loans to pay pre-
vious debts. Pamela recalled, ‘My loans started when I needed money for the airfare to
the Philippines. It began with this personal loan, and then I had to renew it every time
I needed something’.

However, participants to the FLE programs also learnt that loans could be a success-
ful livelihood strategy to increase migratory potential. If used productively, loans can
improve the life of migrants and ensure a source of income for their families in the
Philippines (Basa et al. 2012). Eirene, who had also worked in Taiwan and Dubai
before migrating to Italy, reinforced this concept, ‘Through the ALSE program, I learnt
that loans are not bad as long as you use them in productive ways and for productive
purposes. My in-laws have a beach resort. We are diversifying by putting in a swim-
ming pool, fishing, hydroponics for fresh vegetables and so on.’ The secret is to borrow
with a long-term investment perspective. Respondents in this study used loans to buy
apartments in Italy, or condominiums, lots of land or vehicles for business use in the
Philippines to consolidate their economic power and acquire investments for their
future. Valerie, who had worked in Italy for 27 years, managed to invest in a few prop-
erties in the Philippines. She explained, ‘I started with a loan for a small apartment.
After a while, with the money that I earned from the rent, I reinvested in another big-
ger building to make a profit on my earnings in the Philippines.’ The positive outcome
of such type of borrowing rests on using the loan to build towards financial security by
setting up passive income for the future (Basa et al. 2012).

5.5. The search for financial security

Respondents in this study had decided to join family members who had been working
and living in Italy to help them support their extended family financially. Aiming at
financial security was a gradual process that developed because of the attendance to the
FLE programs. Trisha shared, ‘The course helped me reflect on investing for my future,
so that I could improve my life, and really save.’

Financial stability entails having some passive revenue generated by other sources
than active work, such as rental property, limited partnerships, dividend stocks or
index funds (Rapisura 2016). Pamela recalled how the testimonies of successful over-
seas Filipino workers during the training motivated her to strive for passive income,
‘When I heard the testimonies of my classmates who had passive income, income that
is self-generating, I decided that I wanted someday to have passive income as well.’
After attendance to the FLE course, Nicole developed the truly ambitious plan of start-
ing a small enterprise in the Philippines. She explained, ‘To be financially self-suffi-
cient, I am planning to put up a business. I want to have a micro-lending cooperative
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together with my brothers.” The training programs thus helped participants establish a
timeframe within which they wished to plan a course of action to reach financial stabil-
ity while still supporting their families, so as to maximise their economic freedom.

5.6. Developing increased social responsibility

Respondents in this study confirmed that the FLE programs had contributed to pro-
mote increased sense of social responsibility and willingness to become socially
engaged through the establishment of a strong Filipino network, and the creation of a
trusted community to support and inspire fellow trainees. The FinLit basic seminar
offers participants the opportunity to train by joining a four-day program to become
financial literacy trainers in their communities (Ano~nuevo et al. 2008). The ALSE gives
the space for voluntary involvement in the local secretariats to contribute to the organ-
isation of new courses and the mentorship of new trainees (Liamzon et al. 2018).

The motivation to engage appeared to be two-fold. It was primarily dictated by self-
esteem reason. Jessica reported how becoming a volunteer in her local association
allowed her to develop a sense of inclusion beyond her work, ‘Through ALSE, I felt
that I needed to help other people, other Filipinos with the skills I have. That made me
be contribute to the Filipino community. Unlike before, when I only stayed at home.’
She wanted to feel she is a good person, and this helped boost her self-esteem by
strengthening her cultural identity. Though, the increased sense of social responsibility
was also motivated by community and civic engagement. For instance, the FLE training
program helped Ruth appreciate how she could share the talents she had developed
through the training. Such awareness contributed to the development of a sense of
commitment to grow as a leader within her community. Ruth reinforced,

I have dedicated my life to helping our Filipino community, especially those who have
just arrived and don’t have family, just to feel they have support. Actually, I volunteer as
cultural mediator and represent the Filipino community with the Italian authorities.

This responsibility can be viewed as a socio-political act, the vehicle through which
a woman migrant can transform her own life, and that of other community members,
by means of dialogue, mutual understanding and coordinated action plans.

5.7. A transformed perspective on the use of remittances

Respondents in this study declared they sent remittances to their families, namely their
own children, elderly parents and siblings in the Philippines to pay rent, tuition fees
and general maintenance if not monthly or quarterly, always at times of emergency.
Eirene, who was an ALSE alumna and had lived and worked in Italy for 8 years, high-
lighted how overseas Filipino migrants would keep their commitments in spite of rising
inflation and unstable working conditions. She said, ‘We’re sending even if we don’t
have enough money. We continue sending more money.’

Migrant Filipinas know what the benefits of sending remittances are for the family and
for their own role within the community. Remittances simultaneously represent loyalty to
the family, emancipation from poor socio-economic conditions, and acceptance of existing
power relationships in a collective process of socialisation (Lacroix 2015). They testify of

10 M. PRANDINI AND B. D. T. ROWENA



inherently unequal transnational relationships of power in family decisions, and the vul-
nerability migrants experience being overburdened by their families’ expectations (Carling
2014). As remittances carry a marked gendered aspect, such power asymmetry is stronger
for women migrants (Mahler and Pessar 2001).

The Bagong Bayani (the new hero) is a powerful norm in the world of Filipino
migrants, and dictates how migrants should act to adhere to societal expectations
(Encinas-Franco 2015). This norm is augmented for women migrants, as it is coupled
with the stereotypical feminine qualities of thoughtfulness, kindness and care (Parre~nas
2009). The Bagong Bayani translates into the respondents’ willingness to prioritise support
to their family over their own lives. Denise explained she had chosen to migrate to be able
to send her daughter to college. She recalled, ‘Even if I had a business in the Philippines,
when my daughter said she wanted to pursue higher education and study medicine, I
chose to migrate so that I could send her to university.’ Also Thea, who was almost sixty
and had been working as a domestic helper in Italy for over thirty-one years, emphasised
the sacrifices she had to make. She remarked, ‘I waited for more than 10 years for my hus-
band to join me in Italy, because I had to send money to support my siblings first. I had
to help because I have many [responsibilities] towards my family.’ After working in Italy
for twenty-eight years, Ruth was still trying to save enough money towards her retirement,
because her priority had always been the ‘obligation to help’.

If indiscriminate support to their families was the behaviour of choice for women
migrants before taking the FLE training courses, the critical assessment of the differ-
ence between Filipino and non-Filipino assumptions on family support led respondents
to a gradual change of attitude. The realisation that other Filipino migrants lived simi-
lar circumstances was a crucial step in the development of a critical perspective. The
training led migrant Filipinas to become aware of the drawbacks of the Filipino cultural
value of family support with its strong emotional involvement. Jessica, who had lived
in Italy almost twenty years and attended the ALSE OF-LIFE program in
2012, commented,

The training helped me realise the difference between Filipinos and non-Filipinos. As
Filipinos, we are warm, but we are also emotional. It’s true that we’ll always choose to
help our families, but at a certain point, we should also educate them and help them
realise that it’s not good for Filipinos in the Philippines to be dependent on
those abroad.

The FLE programs helped respondents learn to be more discerning when it came to
providing financial assistance. Interviewed migrants expounded on how, before the
FLE programs, they would give everything their family asked for without thinking
whether it was worth the investment. Then, they learnt how to turn down continuous
requests for assistance without feeling guilty. Alexa’s words are a testimony of the
powerful process of transformation participants went through,

The ALSE really helped me because through attendance I learned to control my
emotions, and acquired more self-confidence. Before the course, if my cousin or my
relatives would ask me, ‘Can I borrow money?’ I would just give them the money
without questioning. Thanks to the training, I am now able to say no. Earlier, I could
not because I was ashamed.
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Although interviewees still believed in the importance of helping the left-behind
families, they also thought family members needed to be made aware that they should
not keep being dependent on their overseas relatives. Jessica further explained,

A lot of Filipinos in the Philippines are dependent on those abroad, and that’s not good.
Filipinos abroad are not getting any younger, and they should also think of their
own future.

Aging overseas Filipino migrants need to start saving for the future to become finan-
cially stable. Financial stability cannot depend on the assumption that the very same
relatives who were helped would provide assistance to the returning migrant upon
reintegration.

After the FinLit training, instead of sending money whenever there was a request,
Grace decided to identify a way to help her family financially that could contribute to
guaranteeing a more stable future to all. She chose to establish another source of
income that could be generated in the Philippines. She explained, ‘Before the course, I
would give everything they wanted, but after the literacy training, I realised that I could
have bought something that would help for the preparation for the future.’ As the FLE
programs helped migrant Filipinas recognise their discontent with the traditional cul-
tural value of family support, participants shared with other trainees the need to nego-
tiate a change. With the backing of the learning community, respondents began to
explore productive forms of financial assistance.

6. Discussion and conclusions: the critical evaluation of self-sacrifice

Respondents in the present study reported multiple combinations of modifications of
attitude towards financial management following attendance to the FinLit seminar and
the ALSE OF-LIFE program in Italy in the last ten years. The construct of changes in
attitude points to how the acquisition of new knowledge during the FLE training led to
revised perspectives. In Mezirow’s theory of Transformative Learning, the term per-
spective transformation is used to refer to ‘the process by which adults come to recog-
nise introjected dependency roles and relationships and the reasons for them and to
take action to overcome them’ (Mezirow 1985, p. 22). What emerged from the inter-
views with migrant Filipinas in Italy is how they managed to start this process of per-
spective transformation through the critical assessment of their sacrificial spirit.

Since Filipino migratory flows to Italy are still predominantly female-led, it can be
argued that migration can contribute to increase Filipino women’s decisional power, as
women manage to help towards the financial wellbeing of their families through their
work (CeSPI 2019). Although women migrants are still segregated in ‘feminine’ pos-
ition in the labour market, the access to better economic opportunities may even lead
to a change in traditional gender norms (Fleury 2016). The FLE programs in Italy were
able to bank on such increased decisional power to provide the knowledge to enable
migrant women to benefit fully from their migratory experience. The attendance to the
FLE programs thus turned into a transformational activity, which enabled respondents
to resist gender norms that force them to be dutiful women earning for their families.
To some extent, the training courses have allowed migrant Filipinas to gain agency by
doing what is needed for their own lives, while striving to achieve the best for their
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families as well. Filipino women migrants have gone through a transformative process
similar to the one conceptualised by Mezirow.

In Mezirow (1994), the transformative learning process starts with a disorienting
dilemma. In the case of migrant Filipinas, the starting point was the financial demands
of the left-behind families in the Philippines, as the women struggled adjusting to their
new life abroad. The seminars helped migrant women critically assess the internalised
belief of self-sacrifice by comparing Filipino and non-Filipino socio-cultural assump-
tions in a process of self-discovery. The respondents’ self-confidence increased upon
sharing their experiences with other Filipino migrants who lived through similar cir-
cumstances. By acquiring new knowledge during the programs, interviewees started
formulating financial goals, and gained a new perspective on the productive use of
loans. By means of reflective negotiation, interviewed Filipinas were able to redefine
the traditional Filipino value of self-sacrifice.

A comparison of the steps involved in the Transformative Learning process as out-
lined by Mezirow (1994) with those referring to the Filipino women migrants’ changes
of attitudes after attending the FLE programs in Italy indicates what aspects of trans-
formative learning apply to the transformative shift reported by the respondents
(Table 1).

Joining the FLE courses allowed participants to become part of a community of
learning with common values, while building critical reflection in their everyday lives.
By boosting their self-esteem, the support of the FLE learning community allowed

Table 1. Comparison of Mezirow’s transformative learning phases with the migrant Filipinas’
transformative process and their changes of attitude.

Mezirow’s transformative learning
The FWMS’

transformative process
The FWMS’ changes

of attitude

Phase 1 A disorienting dilemma[N/A] The financial demands of the
left-behind families in the
Philippines

Developing critical awareness
of the Filipino value of self-
sacrifice through enhanced
self-esteem with the support
of the learning community

Phase 2 A self-examination with
feelings of guilt or shame

Self-examination on the
internalised normative
belief of self-sacrifice

Phase 3 A critical assessment of
epistemic, sociocultural, or
psychic assumptions

Critical assessment of the
difference between Filipino
and non-Filipino
assumptions

Phase 4 Recognition that one’s
discontent and the process
of transformation are
shared and that others
have negotiated a
similar change

Realisation that other Filipino
migrants live similar
circumstances through
sharing of experiences
with other trainees and
resource speakers

Phase 5 Exploration of options for
new roles, relationships,
and actions

Acquisition of FLE knowledge
and skills

Having financial goals,
learning financial discipline
and gaining a new
perspective on loans

Phase 6 Planning of a course
of action

Exploration of alternative
ways to assist and
support families

Search for financial security
and the development of
increased social
responsibility

Phase 7 Acquisition of knowledge and
skills for implementing
one’s plans

Planning a novel form of
financial support to the
left-behind families

A transformative perspective
on the use of remittances
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respondents to explore new ways to benefit from their migratory experience, and
engage socially beside their unsatisfactory work in the service sector. It can be argued
that the FLE programs have acquired a symbolic value as tools for the attainment of a
new psychological and socio-economic dimension. The developed sense of empower-
ment enabled interviewed Filipinas to renegotiate their relationships with their family
on the grounds of their new attitudes towards financial management.

The support coming from fellow migrants led interviewees to realise that it was not
possible to save and invest towards reintegration by living as one-day millionaires with-
out setting clear financial goals for themselves and their families. The productive man-
agement of financial resources resulted in a change in mind-sets, by grasping the
difference between needs and wants, learning the value of passive investments to reach
financial stability, and becoming aware of the drawbacks of providing unlimited finan-
cial support. The participants began exploring alternative ways to help their families by
prioritising investing over sending remittances whenever asked.

The FLE learning community helped Filipino women migrants develop the notion
of a more productive use of remittances to provide financial support capable of encour-
aging sustainable living for the left-behind families. Although respondents still felt
proud of helping their families, they were aware they could avoid getting caught in the
financial trap of over-indebtedness by being selective in their provision of finan-
cial assistance.

At first, these results may appear in contrast with the findings from a series of focus
group interviews carried out with lower-income women participating in a financial lit-
eracy class in the United States (Donohue 2011). The women in Donohue’s focus
group were not willing to set aside savings if this impinged on providing support to
their families. The Filipino respondents in the present research never challenged the
belief of providing assistance to their families, and shared the view of Donohue’s focus
group that the present needs of their families were more important than their own
long-term necessities. Yet, they also realised it was crucial to channel some earnings
into sustainable initiatives that could provide productive forms of support to family
members, while allowing them to set aside savings for their own future.

As part of a randomised experiment with migrants in New Zealand and Australia,
Gibson et al. (2014) outlined that financial literacy education did not appear to affect
the frequency or the amount of remittances migrants send to the families in their
home country, even if it succeeded in changing participating migrants’ knowledge
about remittance costs. Since the focus of the training was solely on remitting methods
and their comparative costs in order to allow remitters to use cheaper options, Gibson
et al. (2014) commented that their research implied that financial literacy programs for
migrants should provide more than training on cheaper remittances. The case for pro-
viding financial literacy training should rest on ‘improvements in their capabilities
from being more informed customers, and the potential savings from other aspects of
financial management such as choice of debt levels and instruments’ (p. 54).

These remarks contribute to reinforce the implications of the present study. Interviewed
migrant Filipinas have benefitted from FLE training not just because it imparted know-
ledge on how to manage remittances effectively, but more importantly because it led them
to realise critically what they needed to do to change their future prospects. In line with
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Mezirow’s argument (2003) that adult education can foster the process of emancipatory
transformation, the social support of the FLE learning community in the present study can
be credited with empowering individuals to make full use of the acquired financial know-
ledge and skills. It helped them by providing a different frame of reference for the identifi-
cation of opportunities, consolidating their intentions, and ensuring the practical and
psychological assistance required to actualise the newly devised plans.

The question of the input of income level on the effectiveness of financial literacy edu-
cation remains open. The unintended bias emerging during the selection of the Filipino
women respondents led to a group of women who had worked in Italy for an extended
period of time, had reunited with their husbands and had reasonably stable jobs with suffi-
cient income to ensure financial safety. The present study thus points to the need for
future work to examine the role of access to capital in the effectiveness of FLE programs.
As Donohue (2011) has argued, the success of financial literacy education may be linked
to a combination of knowledge, gender-related dispositions and access to adequate finan-
cial resources. Yet, the role of a supportive community of learning with its positive socio-
economic and psychological outcomes within the adult education context of FLE training
cannot be denied. In this light, the changes in financial attitudes are best conceptualised
within a gendered framework of transformative learning for a socially connected experi-
ence towards the critical interpretation of individual assumptions and intentions.

Notes

1. Atikha Overseas Workers and Communities Initiatives, Inc. is a Filipino non-
governmental organisation founded in 1996 to provide socio-economic services to overseas
Filipinos and their families in the Philippines.

2. FWC (Filipino Women Council), founded in Rome in 1991, is a migrant organisation
working towards the social integration of Filipino domestic workers through information
campaigns, intercultural mediation, training and socio-economic activities.

3. CISP (Comitato Internazionale per lo Sviluppo dei Popoli) is a non-governmental
organisation founded in 1983 with headquarters in Rome, Italy, implementing
development projects in Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe.

4. A migrant organisation started in 1996 and now counting over 900 members, ACFIL is
the Filipino Cultural Association of Piedmont in northern Italy.
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Annexe 1

Guide questions for the in-depth interviews and socio-demographic questionnaire

Objectives:
1. To establish who the migrant Filipinas in Italy are
2. To collect first-hand information on the nature of the programs attended
3. To collect the first-hand narratives of migrant Filipinas’ perceptions of financial and

entrepreneurial attitude before and after the training programs
4. To establish whether there have been modifications in behaviours and life plans as a result

of attending the FLE programs
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Section 1. Identification of the Migrant Filipinas in combination with Socio-demographic
questionnaire.

1. When did you leave the Philippines to work abroad?
2. What was the main reason for you to leave the Philippines?
3. How were you able to come to Italy and finance your migration?
4. How do you feel about your job and life in Italy now? (work-related, emotional and phys-

ical difficulties)

Section 2. Definition of the nature of the FLE programs attended by the Filipino women
in Italy.

1. Where and when did you attend the FLE training?
2. What was helpful in the course?
3. What was the approach used in the training? (lecture, group work, workshop etc)
4. What level of sharing and reflection took place during the training?
5. Did you have practical activities during the training? What type of outputs?
6. What form of assistance were you given with coming up with a financial and entrepre-

neurial plan?
7. How have mentorship and follow-up been carried out?
8. What would you have wanted to add in terms of the program, if anything at all?

Section 3. Perceptions of financial and entrepreneurial attitude before and after the
FLE program.

1. Why did you decide to take the FLE program?
2. What were your main financial concerns before taking the course? (probing about loans

and their uses)
3. What are your present financial concerns? (confirming loans status and what the loan is

used for)
4. To what extent do you spend according to an established budget? What do you do to

make ends meet?
5. To what extent has the FLE course helped you to spend according to an estab-

lished budget?
6. What do you intend to do to be more financially self-sufficient in the future?
7. To what extent has the attendance to the FLE training helped you with these financial

decisions concerning your future?
8. What other factors have contributed to the development of your financial decisions?
9. What were your entrepreneurial plans for the future before taking the course?
10. What do you think about having your own business now?
11. For those who have a business:

a. What type of business do you have?
b. Where is your business?
c. How did you get the idea of the business?
d. Who manages the business?
e. What challenges do you encounter with your business?

12. For those who do not have a business:
a. What do you find challenging about starting your own business?

STUDIES IN THE EDUCATION OF ADULTS 19



Section 4. Modifications in behaviours and life plans as a result of attending the
FLE programs.

1. How long did you intend to stay in Italy initially?
2. How long are you planning to stay in Italy now? What is the main reason for

such decision?
3. What are your short-term plans, in the next 2–3 years?
4. What long-term plans have you made, if any?
5. Who is involved in your plans for the future?
6. To what extent have your plans for the future changed since attending the FLE training?
7. What other changes have you experienced as a result of attending the courses? (more

friends, more confidence, feeling of empowerment, economic independence etc.)
8. Aside from plans for you family, how has your involvement with your community, in

Italy or in the Philippines, changed since attending the FLE training?
9. Are there any other points you would like to raise in relation to financial literacy and/or

entrepreneurship?

Annexe 2

Important categories emerging from the interviews
Who are the Filipino women migrants in Italy ?

Reasons for migration
1. The normative belief of family support

� The requirement to give emotional support to family members
� The importance of the financial support to the family

2. Family reunification
� The need to be together with family members

3. Financial security
� The desire to have money to make plans for the future

4. Personal fulfilment
� The wish for a life change

Migration experience
1. Difficulties of life as overseas Filipino workers

� Disappointment for being restricted to domestic work in spite of Filipino
qualifications

� Resentment for the loss of professional job status
� Wearing the domestic helper uniform symbolises loss of identity
� The nature of the work: regret for the possible loss of professional opportunities in the

Philippines
� Nostalgia for the Philippines
� Culture shock – a different language and climate
� Sense of isolation and lack of support without the close family
� Marital problems due to prolonged separation
� Suffering the separation from children

2. Advantages of migration
� Higher salaries compensating for hardships
� Better life opportunities because of migration
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� The advantages of the better welfare system for health services in Italy
3. Acceptance of circumstances

� Time brings acceptance and recognition of the advantages in the new situation
� Satisfaction from family life, friends and community involvement

Reasons for attending the FLE training
1. The desire to gain better understanding and awareness about financial matters
2. Social emulation and imitation
3. The hope to achieve personal growth and self-fulfilment
4. The wish to become a FLE trainer
5. The aspiration to start a business

What changes in the attitudes of the Filipino women migrants to financial management have
occurred as a result of their attendance to the FLE programs in Italy?

The development of financial awareness
1. The drawbacks of a life without financial goals
2. The importance of having financial goals
3. Gaining a new perspective on loans

� Drawbacks and advantages of loans
� The use of productive loans

4. Exercising financial discipline: grasping the difference between needs and wants

Striving for financial security
1. Planning for passive income to reach financial freedom
2. Finding ways to gain financial stability
3. Deciding on a timeframe for retirement

Enhanced self-esteem
1. A more positive outlook on life through enhanced self-esteem and renewed self-confidence
2. The development of a feeling of empowerment
3. Growing awareness of how to use the developed skills and talents

Increased sense of social responsibility
1. Social support leading to increased desire for active engagement
2. Developing sense of social commitment and willingness to take up leadership roles

Transformed perspective on the use of remittances
1. Learning to overcome the Filipino value of providing financial support to others
2. Prioritising saving and investing over sending remittances
3. Finding sustainable ways to provide support to the family
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