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Abstract

 Hometown Associations are voluntary organisations formed by people from the same ethnic locale, typically a village, clan, town, or local government area for self-help, welfare, community development and empowerment functions. Igbo women are generally proactive towards these associations but their perceptions of such associations vary. This paper therefore examined the differences in the perceptions of rural and urban women in their participation in Hometown Associations (HTAs) in Igbo land. The study showed that there is a significant difference in the perception of rural and urban   women’s participation in HTAs (t=21.872;p<0.05),  as urban women were more positively disposed towards women organisations and participation in developmental  activities of hometown associations. Also, it revealed that marital status is a significant factor for joining hometown association, with married women being more likely to participate in the associations. (x2=30.26;p<0.05).

 Furthermore, the study revealed that women in higher income brackets are more likely to participate more actively than those with low income (x2=34.39;p<0.05). Based on the above, it was recommended that women should have more access to resources such as education, vocational training and income generating skills to enhance their participation in development. Also, local governments should use HTAs to reach out to local people at the grassroots to help them become more active participants in community development. Finally, women   organizations like the HTAs should be recognized and given access to micro-credit and other poverty alleviation schemes to enhance their contributions to community development. 

Introduction

Although Self-help initiatives have deep cultural roots and in fact represent an integral part of enduring local social formations, the activities of the various hometown development associations in most cities and villages in Nigeria are modernized responses to the challenges of development, which government alone cannot meet.

According to Haynes (1997), these associations constitute a part of the varied responses “to a lack of development and empowerment” at grassroots level. To stress this point, the Community Education Network of the African Association for Literacy and Adult Education, (AALAE) (1994) observed that as the government relinquishes responsibility for meeting the basic needs of her citizenry, people are organising themselves with the view of taking collective action to meet their developmental needs; consequently, new forms of people organisations are emerging, managed and driven by the people themselves. Hometown Associations (HTAs) serve as critical intermediaries for many urban and rural dwellers in the development process. They also serve to link urban and rural development as the self-help groups that take responsibility for developing the community at the rural level and are mostly based in the towns and cities.

For women in particular, HTAs provide the necessary empowerment to make participation in the development process meaningful and beneficial,  (Ottenberg, 1959; Mbanefoh, 1998). Studies in Asia and Africa have reported an increase in women’s self-help groups, and how the common perceptions and impulses towards collective action, promotion of savings and  the use of pooled resources to meet the needs of members have enhanced their ability to participate in the development process (ECA, 2004; Sudan, 2005; Palanithural, 2005). Indeed, a correlation has been found between women’s participation in governance and decision making and service delivery for livelihood security of ordinary people. More specifically, a World Bank study relates high incidence of corruption and poverty to low levels of women’s participation and concludes that economic development without women empowerment can only increase tension and friction within society (World Bank, 2001).

It is against this background that this paper examines the perceptions of rural and urban women in hometown associations. The efforts of Igbo women of South Eastern Nigerian, whose culture and traditions are supportive of active roles in community development, have been quite notable. They have used hometown associations and other voluntary self-help groups to confront their developmental challenges. Most Igbo women believe strongly in HTAs as a force to reckon with and as a platform for fulfilment whether at a personal or societal level (Ofondu, 1999). For   women in diaspora or the urban women, the HTAs serve as a platform for social adjustment and adaptation especially, for new comers and old dwellers who are still trying to cope with tensions arising from class of culture, attitudes demands and social values. This agrees with the social adjustment and adaptation theory that ethic unions emerge in urban areas in response to the needs of new comers to the city who are trying to adapt to a new environment. For old dwellers, participation in HTAs provides a useful adjustment mechanism.

In addition to serving as adaptive mechanism for ‘disarticulated’ urban dwellers who have problems coping with the exigencies of living in the city, Ekeh (1975) argued that the various ethnic associations fill the gaps left by the inadequacies of government provision in the development terrain. The impetus for these groups was the competitive nature of modernization which motivated members of the community to do things for themselves and their hometowns so as not to be left behind by other communities.

Statement of the Problem

Community development involves participation of every member of the community. The government cannot be solely responsible for development in the nation, moreso that there are many needs which government has to meet. Development can be sustained when the people themselves initiate and implement their own programmes. The women in Igboland have been their quota through participation in Home Town Associations and participation in community development. This paper examines their perspectives toward membership of Home Town Associations and participation in community development.  

Objectives of the Study

The objectives of the study are to find out the following:

(1)  The difference in the perception of rural and urban women in their participation in women’s hometown associations in Igboland;

(2) The relationship between the perception of the women on the need to join hometown associations and their marital status;

(3) The relationship between women’s participation in HTAs development projects and their levels of income.

Research Hypotheses

H01:
There is no significant difference in the perception of rural and urban women in their participation in women’s hometown associations in Igbo land.

H02:
There is no significant relationship between the perception of women on the need to join hometown associations and their marital status.

H03:
There is no significant relationship women’s participation in home town associations’ projects and their levels of income.

Research Methodology

Descriptive survey design was used for the research. The population consists of 3,000purposely and proportionately selected respondents. The instrument used in data collection was a structured questionnaire and complemented by participants’ observation and review of records at Community Development Offices  in  the South –Eastern Nigeria. Descriptive statistics of frequency and percentages,  chi-square and T-test were used to analyse the data.

Data Analysis and Interpretation 
The data were analysed using T-test analysis on the difference in the perception of rural and urban women on the need to participate in women’s hometown associations and chi-square analysis to test the significance of the relationship, using 0.05 level of significance.

Demographic Results
The demographic characteristics of the respondents are essential factors for determining their disposition to participate in socio-economic development activities such as   the variable under investigation.

Table 1:   Frequency and percentage distribution of respondents’ age

	Age/Year
	Frequency
	Percentage

	 20 years
	75
	3.5

	21-30  ”  
	376
	17.7

	31-40  ”
	1137
	53.4

	41-50  ”
	407
	19.2

	51-60  ”
	125
	5.9

	61 years +
	8
	4

	Total
	2130
	100


The results on the table 1 above shows that participants in hometown associations are mostly those within the age range of 31-40 years (53.4%) and 41-50years (19.2%). This suggests that women in those age brackets have socio-cultural activities in their various communities. They can also be said to  have great responsibilities towards their families and their communities and as such depend on social networking such as HTAs for support.

Table 2:    Frequency and percentage distribution of respondents’ marital status
	Mental Status
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Single
	395
	18.7

	Married
	1395
	65.4

	Divorced
	137
	6.4

	Widowed
	202
	9.5

	Total
	2130
	100


The marital status of the respondents as shown in data is presented in table 2 above showing that 65.4% are married while 18.7 are single. The implication of this is that married women constitute the largest group of participants in hometown associations. This is not surprising because the point of entry into membership for most women is when they get married.

Table 3:  Frequency and percentage distribution of respondents’ educational     qualification 

	Educational Qualification
	Frequency
	Percentage

	No Formal Education
	497
	23.4

	Primary School Certificate
	1109
	52.1

	SSCE/GCE Certificate
	431
	20.2

	Degree Certificate
	93
	4.2

	Total
	2130
	100


Respondents’ educational background as shown in the table 3 above indicates that HTAs constitute a large population of women with low level of education. Primary   school certificate holders accounted for 51% while degree holders accounted for 4.2%. Thus the highly educated women are generally more class conscious and mostly belong to other exclusive and elitist associations and professional clubs leaving the HTAs to the less educated women. 

Table 4: Frequency and percentage distribution of respondents’ religious background

	  Religion
	                Frequency
	                Percentage

	Christianity 
	1886
	88.5

	Islam
	105
	4.9

	Traditional  
	130
	6.1

	Others
	9
	4

	Total
	2130
	100


Table 4 above shows the religious background of the respondents. The result indicates that there are more Christians (88.5%) than all other religions put together. The result is not contestable as it is evident that the predominance of Christianity is more pronounced in the south-eastern Nigeria (the study area) more than other religions.

Table 5    Frequency percentage distribution and of respondents’ occupation

	Occupation
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Trading
	735
	34.5

	Civil Servant
	542
	25.4

	Farming
	241
	11.3

	Artisans
	77
	3.6

	Full Housewife
	174
	8.2

	Professional
	161
	7.6

	Others
	200
	9.4

	Total
	2130
	100


The occupation of the respondents in table 5 above indicates that there are more  traders (34.50%) and civil servants (25.4%) participants in HTAs than other groups of respondents for the study. This tends to justify the age-long occupational characteristics of the  Igbo women . As Allen (1990) noted, almost all the women engaged in some kind of trade as their means of livelihood.
Results of Hypotheses

Hypothesis One: There is no significant difference in the perception of rural and urban Igbo women on the need to participate in women hometown associations.

Table 6:   T-test analysis on the   difference in the participation perception of rural and urban Igbo women 

	Women
	mean
	Std deviation
	r.
	Df
	F

	Urban
	69.1314
	7.5436
	21.872
	1228
	59.272

	Rural
	61.0611
	9.48508
	
	
	


 Significant Result (t-Cal = 21.872, t-Crit = 1.96, P<0.05)

The result of the test analysis showing differences in the perception of rural and urban women in their participation in hometown associations reveals that significant difference existed in their perception (t = 21.872, P<0.05). Here the null hypothesis is rejected and the alternative hypothesis is upheld. The result indicates that urban based women have more positive and proactive attitude towards HTAs, than the rural women.

Hypothesis Two: There is no significant relationship between the perception of women on the need to join hometown associations and their marital status.

Table 7:  2x2x2 contingency on the relationship between the perception of women on the need to join hometown association and their marital status

	Marital Status
	Participation Perception
	Total
	x2

Calculated
	x2
Critical
	P
	DF



	
	Low
	High
	
	
	
	
	

	Single
	311

42.2%
	426

57.8%
	30.260737

100%
	3.841
	<0.05
	1
	

	Married
	422

30.3%
	971

69.7%
	1393

100%
	
	
	
	

	Total
	733

34.4%
	1397

65.6%
	2130

100%
	
	
	
	


Significant Result (x2 Cal = 30.26; x2 Crit = 3.841, P<0.05)

The result of x2 contigency analysis above shows that a significant relationship exists between the perception of married and unmarried women on the need to join or participate in hometown associations (x2 = 30.26; P<0.05). Thus, the null hypothesis is rejected. The implication of this is that a significant relationship exists in the perception of married and unmarried women on the need to participate in HTAs.

Hypothesis Three: There is no significant relationship between women’s participation in hometown association project and their levels of income.

Table 8: X2 contingency on the relationship between the levels of women’s income and their participation in hometown association activities
	Level of Income
	Participation Perception
	Total
	x2

Calculated
	DF
	x2
Critical
	P

	
	Low
	High
	
	
	
	
	

	< N2000
	173

41.5%
	249

58.5%
	417

100%
	34.390
	4
	9.488
	<0.05

	N2000 -  N4999
	98

24.6%
	300

75.4%
	398

100%
	
	
	
	

	N5000 -  N8999
	142

37.2%
	240

62.8%
	382

100%
	
	
	
	

	N9000 -  N13000
	159

30.6%
	360

69.3%
	519

100%
	
	
	
	

	N13000
	161

38.9%
	253

61.1%
	414

100%
	
	
	
	

	Total
	733

34.4%
	1397

65.6%
	2130

100%
	
	
	
	


Significant Results (x2 Cal = 34.39; x2 Crit = 9.488, P<0.05)

The x2 contigency analysis in the table  above shows a relationship between the levels of women’s income and their participation in hometown association projects. A Chi-square test was used to analyse this relationship and the calculated x2 of 34.39 was greater than the critical 9.488 at 0.05 level of confidence. The result indicates that there is a significant correlation between the level of income and participation in hometown association projects (x2 = 34.39, P<0.05). In this case, the null hypothesis above is rejected and the alternative hypothesis is upheld, meaning that the higher the level of a women’s income, the more active she would be in HTA’s community development projects and activities.

Discussion of Findings
The findings are generally consistent with those from other studies. The findings relate to the fact that urban-based women are more eager to participate in hometown activities and they perceive HTAs as tools of empowerment and development   more than rural women do. One possible reason for this is that, because urban centres are more developed than rural areas, migrants are more aware of competitive modernization and the disadvantages that keep them down. They develop a more acute sense of relative deprivation and therefore fall back on hometown associations to develop their hometowns. They are more likely to organise themselves into self-help groups in order to replicate the modern infrastructure which they enjoy in the cities. For the urban dwellers, there is a strong motivation to contribute and become more involved in hometown activities. According to Trager (2001), these concerns and commitments are being reinforced by community expectations for ‘sons and daughters, abroad to come back and develop the town. And for the most part, those who meet these obligations and expectations are praised and recognized by having made significant contributions. To this extent, the urban women are more proactive towards HTAs activities. This finding is reinforced by the outcome of Little (1965) study of Voluntary Associations that the founding of many home branches of ethnic unions stems from the zealousness of former residents who are eager to enhance the welfare of those who remained in their hometowns of origin.

The result of the findings on Table 2 above shows that marital status is a significant factor on the need to participate in hometown associations, with married women being more likely to participate in them. This implies that married women have higher stakes in what the HTAs offer in terms of welfare, financial support and sometimes scholarship to their children. The point of entry into membership of HTAs for   most women is when they get married.  By virtue of their marriage, the women automatically belong to their husbands’ hometown associations and this guarantees their integration and acceptance into their husbands’ kinship. HTAs therefore provide a wider recognition of the married women by the kinsmen of their husbands.  Analysing this trend, Ofondu (1997) noted that such meetings were organized on the basis of kin-group and served the twin purposes of integration and identity for women married into a particular clan or kindred.

Hypothesis three was rejected and the alternative hypothesis was upheld indicating that women with higher income level participated more in HTA activities than those with low income level.

This is corroborated by Trager’s (Ibid) findings that women with fewer financial resources are less likely to participate in hometown activities while they are living outside but when they do, they participate in more limited ways, having neither the financial resources nor the status of community leaders. The reason for this is not far fetched. Most of the women engage in petty trading and small scale farming as well as other micro-enterprises at home and as such their level of income is low. Hence they are not economically buoyant enough to contribute to projects; even when they manage to pay their levies, they cannot make extra financial pledges like their fellow women with higher level of income, who not only donate huge sums of money to development funds but also attract contributions from their friends from other communities. To narrow this unequal financial participation therefore, the women embark on communal harvesting and sale of their product and the proceeds contributed towards community development projects.

Conclusion and Recommendations
This paper investigated the perceptions of the rural and urban Igbo women on the need to join women hometown associations. It has established that factors such as geographical location, marital status and financial status affect their level of participation in hometown associations. The paper further established that although their level of participation may vary due to factors such as those mentioned above, the urban and rural Igbo women have   positive perceptions of women hometown associations’ activities and development efforts.

The paper therefore recommends that conditions should be set for their full participation in development by providing access to resources such as education, modern technology and income generating skills through women’s solidarity groups like HTAs. 

Equally important is the need to formally recognise the roles of women in community development especially at this time when government’s involvement in the provision of basic infrastructure is witnessing a steady decline, especially in Nigeria. By so doing, the benefits of these women’s development activities can be fully harnessed and optimized for the improvement of  the nation’s infrastructure and the people’s standard of living.
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