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Outcomes Working Group Meeting Notes 
Session Topic: Theory of Change 

18 December 2014 
 
Please note!  
Please read the PowerPoint document prepared and presented by Frances Sinha (director 
of EDA Rural Systems, SPTF board member, and the facilitator of the Outcomes Working 
Group) and Anton Simanowitz (independent consultant and guest speaker), to review the 
content presented in the first part of the meeting. You may download the document from the 
SPTF website working group page: http://sptf.info/sp-task-force/working-groups. The notes that 
follow cover only the discussion that took place after the presentation. 
 
Summary of Meeting: 

• A theory of change can be a framework for measuring outcomes. It helps to identify and 
clarify issues, and is useful, arguably necessary, for measuring outcomes. 

• Think of outcomes as part of an overall reporting system, rather than as a one-time 
assessment of an overall result. 

• Though many currently use the theory of change only as a strategic tool, it is arguably 
most important to use a management tool - to monitor and improve on what your 
institution is doing. 

• Look at short-term outcomes as well as the long-term outcomes.  Think of and monitor 
the steps to get to the longer-term results 

• Link a theory of change to the provision and use of specific services. 
• Do not get bogged down with a theory of change - it is not intended to leave your 

organization with a long list of indicators to measure, or a complex charts and documents. 
Think about key operational activities and outcomes that management needs to monitor. 

• One example of an affordable and effective use of theory of change to guide 
measurement is the Small Enterprise Foundation (SEF). SEF identified that doing the 
loan appraisal process well, and having effective loan group meetings, were critical to the 
process of driving positive outcomes for clients. It thus developed checklists for activities 
that had to happen during the loan appraisal and group meeting processes, and different 
staff did periodic audits using these checklists. SEF also identified that during the course 
of the loan appraisal process, it was already gathering data on assets in clients' 
businesses, so it could use these data to track changes in clients' business assets over 
time. 

 
Detailed Notes: 

• A theory of change can be a framework for measuring outcomes. It helps to identify and 
clarify issues, and is useful, arguably necessary, for measuring outcomes. 

• Think of outcomes as part of an overall reporting system, rather than as a one-time 
assessment of an overall result. 

• Question: Should the theory of change be a living, evolving idea every year? And related 
to this, do you measure different things in different years? 

o From Anton: As a starting point, a theory of change is useful to think about 
strategy.  It is a way to break down what you are planning to do and why.  Often 
people stop here, at using it as a strategic tool.  But Anton argues that thinks 
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theory of change is most interesting when you use it as a management tool, to 
understand why different organizations are achieving different results. At each 
step along the way, there are differences in implementation. What are the 
variations we see in performance and what is driving them? Is what is driving 
challenges at each stage of the process external to our organization or internal? 
Secondly, it does make sense to measure different things in different years. We 
need to monitor performance and improvement day to day, but we could also 
focus on certain areas more deeply at different times. 

• Question: It is a very useful as a basic framework, but it can be interesting to indicate 
how the MFI can implement this TOC on their organization. Also, there are some MFIs 
that have a Social Manager that is in charge of it, but some others it is incorporated in the 
different areas. Maybe you can tell us the advantages and disadvantages for each type of 
management. 

o From Frances: This questions relate to SPM in general, leaving aside the theory of 
change. Our experience in working in SPM is that the championing of any aspect 
of reporting, or development, really has to come from the top.  The best champion 
is the CEO, and also there needs to be support from the board. In this case, it 
would be helpful to have the CEO and board members who understand the theory 
of change and ask questions about it. Depending on what specific issues you are 
facing, there are different types of data the organization would need to analyze, so 
you may involve different people (e.g., branch manager, research manager). The 
theory of change reflects the culture of the institution, and the collection and use 
of the data related to it need to be integrated throughout the institution, and asked 
for by senior leadership. 

• Question: So, Anton, what you said implies that over time the TOC must be modified or 
deepened to apply to different types of people. This is how the TOC is a living, dynamic 
theory because we have to continually modify it as we learn more? 

o From Anton: Very much yes. But I caution you not to get bogged down.  It's not 
about having a complex document with lots of arrows and details.  It's about 
having an understanding of what you do and why as part of the organization, so 
that all staff including at the front lines understand what they are doing and why. 
That way, they can reflect back to management their thoughts whether what they 
are doing is achieving the "why" they are doing it, in theory. When I worked at 
SEF, we went through a process of identifying our "key operational activities" 
that according to our theory of change are important.  This is an example of 
making a theory of change a living part of an organization. 

• Comment: Sometimes I feel there is a forest of indicators one has to take into account 
when setting up an SPM strategy.  Smart Campaign - Universal Standards of SPM  - now 
TOC.  I look forward to the next webinar and obtaining specific guidance on what 
indicators to use when - so it doesn't become huge. 

o From Frances: This is a very healthy comment.  This is a real concern in social 
performance monitoring and management.  We have to keep to a reasonable 
reporting system.  This is a topic that we will explore further in a future webinar. 
We want to look at outcomes in the short and long term, but we need to identify a 
manageable number of key indicators.  
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o From Anton: There is a real risk in going through the process of saying "let's 
measure outcomes" is that we become focused on measurement. My experience is 
that if this is driven by management, and driven by an understanding of what it's 
important for management to know, then the information burden becomes less 
onerous.  

• Question: Can we add financial literacy program in to ToC in an integrated [sic] with MF 
services? 

o From Frances: Absolutely. Thinking of credit, or even savings products, a risk is 
whether clients have an awareness of different options and are able to make 
choices and are able to manage their finances.  Many MFIs are beginning to think 
about this seriously, and there are a few key indicators to track awareness of 
available trainings, whether the training is effective, and what are the outcomes 
that the training supports. 

• Question: Do you have an example of an organization that had a low cost, relatively low 
number of indicators in a system it used effectively to monitor implementation and 
manage its performance? 

o From Anton: Using the example of SEF, we primarily gave loans to women in 
groups, primarily for business use. In terms of indicators, we broke down the 
process. We identified that the laon appraisal process was important - if we didn't 
do the loan appraisal well, the whole thing broke down. So spot checking on loan 
appraisal became an important part of management. We also identified that the 
group meetings were an integral part of the theory of change - was the group 
supportive, exchanging information, was critical analysis happening in groups? 
So we had a checklist for what was happening in groups used by branch managers 
and internal audit. These checklists could be used for coaching, to give staff 
feedback on what they are doing.  SEF developed a database based on the 
information in the checklist, so management could track whether each key 
operational activity was happening effectively. Also there were outcomes 
indicators, such as how were people's business assets growing?  We used the loan 
appraisal process for this too, since these data about businesses were already 
being collected and going into the MIS, so we could track changes for clients over 
time. So we had qualitative and quantitative ways to track what was happening, 
and had information for reporting. It wasn't onerous in terms of data collection 
and tracking outcomes it did not require a different system. 

• Comment: Bamboo Finance has been using impact maps/theory of change for a while, 
and is happy to share its Impact Report 2014 with you.  On page 15 of this report, there is 
a full map for a deposit taking MFI. Download the report at 
http://www.bamboofinance.com/impact-report/ 

• Question: Does the theory of change still apply even if the MFI has no social mission or 
objectives? 

o From Frances: This question comes up quite a bit. In any time of intervention, if 
there's a process of change involved. It may not be related to a social mission. But 
if the leadership and the culture of the institution involve providing financial 
services and they have an idea of short-term benefits they are aiming to achieve, 
then the theory of change framework would be relevant. 


