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INTRODUCTION: The Major Social Performance Initiatives and How They Fit 

Together1
 

Leaders in the microfinance industry have developed a family of complementary initiatives that 

promote transparency, best practices, and standards for social performance management 

(SPM). Below is a brief description of four major social performance initiatives and how they fit 

together. The figure on page 5 shows how some social performance tools (social audit, rating 

and client assessment tools) fit within the Social Performance (SP) Framework.2 For an 

interactive guide to the various initiatives, check out the Interactive MFI SPTF Toolkit.3 

 

� The MIX Social Performance Standards (SPS) Report (Module 3) collects and validates 

financial, operational, product, client, and SP data from MFIs around the globe. MIX, the 

Social Performance Task Force (SPTF), and the Smart Campaign developed the SP indicators 

jointly, with feedback from other stakeholders including social raters and auditors 

 

� The Smart Campaign (Module 4) promotes the Client Protection Principles (CPPs). In the 

area of pricing, they coordinate with the work of MFTransparency. 

 

� MicroFinance Transparency (MFTransparency) (Module 5) promotes transparent pricing 

standards and prices (coordinates with Smart Campaign) by publishing interest rates, and 

developing tools and learning materials to increase understanding of pricing. 

 

� The Imp-Act Consortium published the SPM Practice Guide (step-by-step guidance for SPM), 

and hosts both the SPM Resource Centre and an online practitioner network, the SPM 

Network. 

 

� The SPTF Universal Standards for Social Performance Management (Module 8) consolidates 

the learning from all of the above initiatives. The Standards adopt the principles of client 

protection / transparent pricing developed by Smart Campaign and MFTransparency. They 

also add standards for SPM across key areas of MFI operations (e.g., governance, client 

monitoring). They are informed by information from the MIX SPS Report. 

 

  

                                                 
1
 http://sptf.info/what-is-social-performance/faqs  

2
 Please note that social audit (Module 6A), social rating (Module 6B) and client assessment tools (Module 

7) involve multiple tools and organizations, i.e., there is not one adopted method as there is with the four 

other efforts mentioned (MIX, the Smart Campaign, MFTransparency, and the Universal Standards). These 

three types of tools will be covered in great detail in their respective modules.  
3
 SPTF = Social Performance Taskforce 
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The figure below provides an overview of where the tools presented in this Resource Handbook 

fit within the Social Performance Framework (to be discussed in more detail in Module 1).  
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GETTING STARTED: How to Use this Resource Handbook 

This document is a companion document to the SPTF Online Training Course, SPM Essentials. 

The ultimate goal of this document is to help you and your staff understand how all of the 

various social performance initiatives and tools fit together, which ones are most appropriate 

for your MFI, and when and how to use them.  

 

To begin, a few pieces of advice: 

1. Do not take on too many social performance activities or changes at one time. We highly 

recommend that you not take on multiple tools or assessments from the same sub-category 

(such as poverty assessment or social audit). Each tool of the same category more or less 

covers the same issues.  

2. Do not wait for a crisis (e.g., client default or staff attrition) to manage your social 

performance more actively. Choose a starting point and begin to implement social 

performance at your institution, moving at your own pace.  

3. When using a tool, do not let the assessment results collect dust—act on the findings! 

4. Tailor social performance to the needs of your clients and institution. Use the information 

presented in this handbook to design your own, unique approach to setting SP targets, 

measuring your progress, and using SP information to benefit your organization.  

 
“Quick Wins:” For institutions that are just starting with SPM  

(Appropriate for All MFIs - even “social performance skeptics”) 

� Learn the basics of SPM and stay informed (Module 1: SPTF and the Social Performance 

Framework). To understand the basics of social performance, review Module 1, and consider 

reviewing Module 8 on the SPTF Universal Standards for SPM. You can also sign up as a 

member of the SPTF to make sure you are informed of what is happening. First, make sure 

you understand the SPTF Declaration of Principles. 

� Social Performance Management (SPM). After reviewing Module 1, you will know more 

about SPM, and the difference between SPM and social performance. You can now join the 

conversation on the SPM Network (where peers share ideas & resources) and adopt the SPM 

Principles.  

� Report social data to MIX (Module 3). After reviewing Module 3, you will understand the 

process of submitting social data along with your financial data to MIX. Submitting social data 

is easy to do because it is integrated in the normal financial and operational data requests.  

� Meet the minimum requirements of social performance by “doing no harm” (Modules 4 

and 5). The minimum social performance requirement for any MFI is that it does not harm 

clients. Review Module 4 on the Smart Campaign’s Client Protection Principles (CPPs) and 

Module 5 on pricing transparency (MFTransparency). Then consider:  

• Training yourself and your colleagues on the CPP’s using the Smart Campaign’s free training 

materials. Then, endorse the Smart Campaign. 

• Training yourself and your colleagues on pricing transparency using MFTransparency’s free 

online resources. Then, calculate the prices of your products using their easy, online pricing 

tool. 
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Level 1 Activities: For institutions with limited SPM systems  

(Appropriate if new to SP and/or with limited resources; first, complete “Quick Wins.”)  

� Translate your mission into social targets (Module 2). Once you have reviewed the module, 

bring together your senior team and key Board members and undergo a mission review and 

strategy exercise to determine your social goals and how you will track them.  

� Assess your client protection practices (Module 4). You have already reviewed this module 

from the “Quick Wins” and you have endorsed the Smart Campaign. Your next step is to 

assess your institution’s client protection practices yourself or have an external assessment. 

� Do a social audit (Module 6A). After reviewing the module, choose the best social audit for 

your MFI to review your current social performance. You can either choose one of the self-

assessment social audits (i.e., do-it-yourself) or have one of the resource organizations 

mentioned help you conduct the study. Use only one of the social audit tools.  

� Use a client assessment tool (Module 7A). Review the sections and resources on client 

feedback tools (“quality of life” tools can come later). Then consider using one of the tools 

(market research, client retention, or client satisfaction tools) to hear from your clients. 

 

Level 2 Activities: For institutions with moderate SPM systems  

(Appropriate if already actively managing social performance but in a limited way; complete 

some or all of the “Quick Wins” and Level 1 Activities first.) 

� Publish your prices (Module 5): You have already reviewed this module from the “Quick 

Wins.” The next step is to have MFTransparency certify your pricing publicly. Usually, this 

occurs when your regional association signs up as a partner with MFTransparency, but you 

can also request an individual certification by MFTransparency. 

� Have a social rating (Module 6B). Review the module and the different resources describing 

the four specialized social ratings. Then choose one rater (or your investor may choose a 

rater) to conduct the social rating.  

� Assess quality of life changes among clients (Module 7). Review just the sections and 

resources on client quality of life tools, then consider using one of the tools referenced. 

� Learn about the SPTF Universal Standards for SPM (Module 8). Join an SPTF Standards 

Working Group to participate in the development of the universal standards and their 

associated indicators and benchmarks.  

 

Level 3 Activities: For institutions with strong SPM systems  

(Appropriate if have more advanced systems for SPM; complete some or all of the activities from 

Levels 1 and 2 first.) 

� Apply for client protection certification (Module 4). The Smart Campaign is piloting client 

protection certification in 2012. View the proposed certification standards to see how your 

institution compares with good practice. Eventually, you can apply for certification through 

the Smart Campaign.  

� Certify your use of the PPI (Module 7). This is only appropriate for those MFIs that are 

concerned with tracking client poverty levels and that have adopted the Progress Out of 

Poverty Index (PPI) developed by Grameen Foundation. If your MFI has been using the PPI, 

you may qualify to be a “certified” PPI user.  

� Apply for the Seal of Excellence for Poverty Outreach and Transformation (Module 1). If you 

have implemented a robust SPM system and have undergone a social audit/rating with good 

results (or have addressed the issues), and if poverty alleviation is one of your institution’s 

social goals, attaining the Seal of Excellence may be for you. The process for attaining the Seal 
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of Excellence has not yet been determined, but you can view the proposed indicators as they 

develop by becoming an SPTF member. Eventually, you can apply for the Seal. 

� Participate in an impact assessment. The SPTF Online Training Series does not cover impact 

assessments (see Supplement, page 58). However, if your institution wants to demonstrate a 

causal relationship between your programs and changes in clients’ lives, you may want to 

consider investing in an impact study. 
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MODULE 1. The Social Performance Framework 

Summary of General Concepts 

� Social Performance (SP) is the effective translation of an institution’s mission into practice in 

line with accepted social goals.4 To achieve its mission, an institution must carefully manage 

both social performance and financial performance – when combined, this is simply called 

performance management. 

 

� Social Performance Management (SPM) is an institutionalized process of translating social 

mission into practice. It includes setting clear social targets, monitoring progress toward 

them, and using this information to improve performance and practice.  

 

� SP vs. SPM. Think of SP as the institution’s social results (whether it achieves the mission). 

Think of SPM as the management system for achieving those social results (how it achieves 

the mission). 

• Solid performance management requires that institutions: define their desired social 

performance targets, measure their progress toward these targets, and use the 

performance information to improve products and services.  

• The Social Performance Pathway below shows how information about the institution’s 

social results (often client data) can be used to improve overall institutional performance—

strategy, operations, and results. Information use is key! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

� Social indicators correspond to the institutions social targets, and measure progress toward 

meeting these targets. Process indicators track the social aspects of the strategy and 

operations (such as, how often client feedback is collected, or the Board’s involvement in 

SPM). Results indicators (shown in the far-right of the figure above) demonstrate the 

outcomes of the SPM system—usually client-level results. Measurement provides proof of 

the strategy’s effectiveness. 

 

                                                 
4
 http://www.sptf.info/what-is-social-performance/faqs  
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� Results indicators can be divided into three groups: 

• Results - Outputs Measures 

clients, number of clients trained, and percentage of women clients

program design, such as the strength of client protection practices and the provision of 

non-financial services. To discover its social outputs, an MFI will ask questions such as: 

What percentage of our clients live below $2/day? Have we designed our finan

to accommodate illiterate clients? Do we observe strong client protection practices? 

• Results - Outcomes Measures 

example, after measuring 

clients moved above the $2/day poverty line after 3 years in the program, and 85% of 

clients reported that they are better money managers after taking the financial literacy 

course.  

• Results - Impact Measures 

directly attributed to the institution’s intervention with the client. Impact studies are 

expensive and involve a control group of people who are not receiving the microfinance 

intervention. Therefore, social performance 

(strategy) & design (operations), 

below). 

Talking Points to Use with Others

� Managers build a successful MFI (the house in the diagram) 

by actively managing institutional performance (the 

foundation of the house). Solid performance management 

relies on a balance between financial performance and social 

performance (the walls of the house).

important to the success of the institution’s mission 

roof).  

 

� We have defined SPM as the process of setting clear social 

targets, monitoring progress toward these 

the information to improve practice. 

• Performance is not incidental, so your institution must 

social performance, this could mean that you set 

protection, and growth in clients’ business assets.

• Institutions value what they measure 

social performance, this means that 

tracks its progress toward achieving them

• Sound management requires 

data to inform decisions 

that many clients did not understand the pricing of their loans, the MFI might improve the 

sales process (perhaps through staff training or incentives). 

Intent & 
Design
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can be divided into three groups:  

Measures can be relatively simple statistics, such as the number of new 

clients, number of clients trained, and percentage of women clients, as well as data on 

such as the strength of client protection practices and the provision of 

To discover its social outputs, an MFI will ask questions such as: 

What percentage of our clients live below $2/day? Have we designed our finan

to accommodate illiterate clients? Do we observe strong client protection practices? 

Measures refer to the changes that occur among the MFI’s clients. For 

 its social performance for 2011, the MFI determines that 43% of 

clients moved above the $2/day poverty line after 3 years in the program, and 85% of 

clients reported that they are better money managers after taking the financial literacy 

Measures are not the same as outcomes. Unlike outcomes, impacts can be 

directly attributed to the institution’s intervention with the client. Impact studies are 

expensive and involve a control group of people who are not receiving the microfinance 

intervention. Therefore, social performance at the MFI level commonly begins with intent 

(strategy) & design (operations), ends with outcomes, and excludes impact

Points to Use with Others 

Managers build a successful MFI (the house in the diagram) 

institutional performance (the 

foundation of the house). Solid performance management 

relies on a balance between financial performance and social 

performance (the walls of the house). Each is equally 

important to the success of the institution’s mission (the 

defined SPM as the process of setting clear social 

, monitoring progress toward these targets, and using 

the information to improve practice.  

Performance is not incidental, so your institution must define desired performance

social performance, this could mean that you set targets for rural outreach, client 

in clients’ business assets.  

Institutions value what they measure and the aspects of performance that they track. 

means that an institution quantifies its social targe

progress toward achieving them.  

Sound management requires informed decision-making, so institutions must 

 about products and services. For example, if an institution 

that many clients did not understand the pricing of their loans, the MFI might improve the 

through staff training or incentives).  

Internal 
Systems/
Activities

Outputs

www.sptf.info 

such as the number of new 

, as well as data on 

such as the strength of client protection practices and the provision of 

To discover its social outputs, an MFI will ask questions such as: 

What percentage of our clients live below $2/day? Have we designed our financial course 

to accommodate illiterate clients? Do we observe strong client protection practices?  

refer to the changes that occur among the MFI’s clients. For 

ermines that 43% of 

clients moved above the $2/day poverty line after 3 years in the program, and 85% of 

clients reported that they are better money managers after taking the financial literacy 

s. Unlike outcomes, impacts can be 

directly attributed to the institution’s intervention with the client. Impact studies are 

expensive and involve a control group of people who are not receiving the microfinance 

at the MFI level commonly begins with intent 

ends with outcomes, and excludes impact (see graphic 

 

define desired performance. For 

for rural outreach, client 

they track. For 

its social targets and then 

so institutions must use client 

about products and services. For example, if an institution finds 

that many clients did not understand the pricing of their loans, the MFI might improve the 

Outcomes
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• Note: These steps would be similar if the word “social” was replaced with “financial.” The 

concept of performance management is the same for both, but many practitioners are not 

used to thinking about defining and measuring social objectives, or using social 

performance results to manage our institutions. 

 

� Desired results do not just happen. In order to achieve desired results, an institution: 

• Sets strategies by establishing social goals and targets and deciding on the range of 

products and services it will offer. 

• Manages its operations with a good information system, well-designed products and 

services, client-centered service delivery, and well-trained human resources.  

• Uses the results—both good and bad—to improve performance on an ongoing basis. 

(Refer to the diagram on page 9). 

 

Examples 

� Common social goals, outputs, and outcomes: Social performance goals can include (but are 

not limited to):  

• Serving increasing numbers of poorer and more excluded people sustainably 

• Improving the quality and appropriateness of financial services available to target clients 

through systematic assessment of their specific needs 

• Creating benefits for clients, their families, and communities in terms of increasing social 

capital, assets, income, and access to services 

• Reducing clients’ vulnerability to shocks and emergencies 

• Improving the social responsibility of the MFI toward its clients, its employees and the 

community it serves 

 

� Desired social results can include:  

• Outputs:  

� Reaching target clients (e.g., women, rural, unbanked, poor) 

� Offering non-financial services such as health education and financial literacy 

� Increasing client retention and satisfaction 

� Increasing the transparency of loan documents and pricing 

• Outcomes among clients: 

� Improved literacy rates 

� Positive changes in poverty status  

� Increase in women’s decision-making  

� Improved food security status  

 

Why Is Managing Social Performance Important?
5 

It is not sufficient to rely on client stories, photos, and observations to demonstrate your 

institution’s social performance. Furthermore, managing social performance can help MFIs: 

� Make informed management decisions that also help to improve long-term financial 

performance  

� Satisfy and retain clients by monitoring their progress and receiving their feedback  

� Attract investors/donors and even improve investment terms 

                                                 
5
 See: http://www.sptf.info/what-is-social-performance/faqs#2  
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� Avoid mission drift and reputational risk (e.g., microfinance crisis in India) 

� Distinguish themselves as pro-consumer 

 

Who Should Be Involved? 

Generally your MFI’s “Social Performance Champion”6 should use these materials to begin the 

conversation about what social performance is and what it can mean for your MFI. The SP 

Champion would likely need to work with the CEO and the heads of Human Resources and 

Training to disseminate the information among field staff (new and old), Board members, and 

management (middle and executive). Your regional microfinance association may assist your 

MFI with social performance by training your staff, assisting with reporting, offering operational 

technical assistance, and assisting with the development and adoption of codes of conduct.  

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

This information can be used any time an organization wants to introduce the concept of social 

performance to stakeholders, although a common entry point would be to introduce the 

concept of social performance during new employee orientation and the annual strategy retreat 

with Board members.  

 

Tips for Common Issues & Concerns 

SPM can be intimidating, especially for small or young MFIs – and is often seen as too abstract 

or as a cost burden imposed by donors on MFIs. However, there are a few critical things to 

remember when addressing social performance:  

� No outsider can choose what is important to the MFI. Once an MFI has defined their mission, 

(e.g., we have a mission to ‘improve poor people’s lives’), they must set their own social 

performance targets and collect data that allow them to measure their social outputs and 

outcomes. 

� Start slowly and simply. Many MFIs start by adopting the Client Protection Principles (Module 

4) or going through a social audit (Module 6A).  

� In all likelihood, many MFIs are already doing something to manage social performance. It is 

not necessary to reinvent all of your management processes, rather to ensure that you are as 

systematic about mission achievement as financial success.  

� Much of SPM is quite simply good business practice. Taking care of clients and employees not 

only has significant social consequences but also can have clear effects on the financial 

bottom-line. For example, happy clients and staff are directly correlated to strong client and 

staff retention and consequently have direct effects on profits. 

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance 

� Social Performance Task Force (SPTF), info@sptf.info  

• Social Performance Task Force Declaration of Principles 

                                                 
6
 “Social Performance Champion” refers to the person in your organization tasked with creating and 

pushing the SPM agenda within the organization. For many organizations, it is useful if one person or a 

small team of people be primarily tasked with setting the organization’s SPM agenda and gaining 

expertise in relevant tools and topics. However, the SPM Champion or SPM team must not be the only 

employees working on SPM. For SPM to take hold in the organization, it must be a part of the larger 

objectives for the organization and all employees must know how their role contributes to the 

achievement of the organization’s social goals. 
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• Social Performance Interactive MFI Toolkit   
• Introduction to Social Performance  (Spanish and French – Other online trainings available 

on various dates or upon request) 
• Web Resources for Social Performance (Website, Handout, PowerPoint) 

� Imp-Act Consortium, Katherine Knotts, katherine@imp-act.org 

• The SPM Resource Center (case studies, tools and other resources) 

• SPM Network – for connecting to colleagues, information and idea sharing.  

• SPM Practice Guide (Spanish, French and Arabic), especially the Introduction and Chapter 

1, pp. 15-50. 

• Managing Social Performance in Microfinance-Practice Note 9 (Spanish) and Cost-effective 
Social Performance Management-Policy Note 1 (Spanish) 

• SPM Training materials and SPM Guidelines (Spanish and Russian)  
� SEEP Network, Social Performance Working Group, Cara Forster, Forster@seepnetwork.org 

• Social Performance Map, especially Chapter 5 (p. 64) and Chapter 8 (p. 131) 

• Social Performance Glossary of Terms 

� Microfinance Gateway, Social Performance Resource Page, Glossary and Website Guide 

� Seal of Excellence, “New Pathways out of Poverty,” Chapter 1. Seal of Excellence  

� Microfinance Centre, Social Performance – Documents 
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MODULE 2. Translating the Mission into Social Targets
7
 

Summary of General Concepts 

MFIs tend to take their social mission for granted. The mission rarely influences decision-making 

directly, and few can articulate how they translate it into practice. The following are steps 

necessary to ensure that mission is translated into action: 

 

Step 1— Clarify social goals: In order to be “mission-led,” an institution must clarify the social 

goals associated with its mission. They describe achievements broadly, reflect the needs of 

clients, and address the social issues that affect clients most. Goals usually state: 

� Target group (who/outreach)  

� Services that meet the needs of that group (how/methodology) 

� Change in clients’ lives (what/change) 

 

Step 2—Translate goals to objectives: While social goals are broad statements of intent, social 

performance (SP) objectives state how the goals will be achieved. 

 

Step 3—Develop targets: Performance targets provide specific measures for determining 

whether objectives have been met. Once targets are set, an institution can decide how it will 

meet them.  

 

Talking Points to Use with Others 

� Think of social targets as the mirror equivalents of financial targets. Many MFIs with a clear 

focus on SP use a performance dashboard/scorecard, for example, that presents financial and 

social data together. They use this scorecard at board/staff meetings.8  

 

� Assemble relevant actors within the institution and go through the activity presented in this 

module—dissect the mission into goals, set objectives, and then decide on realistic and 

measureable performance targets.  

 

� Review the next module (Module 2) on indicators. Many of your SP targets should 

correspond to the MIX/SPTF indicators. They do not need to be exactly the same as those 

reported to MIX, but there should be overlap.  

 

� Consider using one of the social audit tools in Module 6A to help in prioritizing areas of 

improvement to establish key goals, objectives, and targets or use one of the social rating 

agencies described in Module 6B. 

 

� Do not stop after developing targets/indicators. Designate activities, responsible persons and 

deadlines for the activities that will enable the institution to achieve the targets. 

• Set reporting periods for each target (e.g., monthly, quarterly or annually) 

• Determine to whom data will be reported – field staff, branches, regional, HQ, board, etc. 

                                                 
7 This presentation is adapted from “Social Performance Management Guidelines,” available through the 

Imp-Act Consortium. Download the Guidelines in English, Spanish, or Russian.  
8
 Refer to the section on “processes” and “results”—outputs and outcomes—from the SP Framework in 

Module 1. 
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• Choose how data will be used:  

• Where it will be stored and who will verify it (quality control) 

• How the data will be presented (scorecards, reports, etc.) 

• How the results will affect staff incentives and performance evaluations 

• What is the process for using the information to make changes to products and 

policies? 

 

Examples 

Mission: To provide (1) the rural poor (2) with the tools they need (3) to lift themselves out of 

poverty. 

 

Organizational social targets can also be used to set performance targets for staff and branches.  

 

� “Prizma in Bosnia uses a combination of individual and group-based incentives, that include 

depth of outreach, service quality, and the financial health of the MFI as a whole. Loan 

officers are rewarded monthly for performance on a few select indicators, including client 

caseload, dropout rates, portfolio at risk, loans disbursed, and depth of outreach.”9   

 

� “Grameen Bank uses a star system to acknowledge staff members who exceed performance 

benchmarks. Three of the five stars are related to financial performance and two to social 

performance.”10 “A green star is for 100% repayment, blue is for earning profit targets, violet 

is for self-financing, brown is for all members’ children being enrolled in school and red is for 

all the members moving out of poverty.”11  

 

                                                 
9
 Campion, Linder, and Knotts, Putting the ‘Social’ into Performance Management: A practice-based guide 

for microfinance; IDS, October 2008, p. 128.  
10

 ibid, p. 129.  
11

 H. I. Latifee, The Experience of Grameen Bank, The Grameen Trust, 2008.  

Goals Objectives Targets 

1. Target the 

poor living in 

rural areas  

1.1 Increase outreach to poor 

people living in rural 

areas.  

1.1.1 75% of clients are living in rural 

areas.  
1.1.2 80% of sample clients have a dirt 

floor on entry (poverty indicator). 

2. Provide 

quality financial 

services 

2.1 Achieve high client 

satisfaction and high 

retention. 
2.2 Design products suited to 

clients’ needs. 

2.1.1 Retention above 70%/year.  
2.1.2.Regular monitoring of 

satisfaction through focus 

groups.  
2.2.1 Pilot test new savings product.  

3. Improve 

clients’ well-

being 

3.1 Reduce poverty level of 

clients. 
3.1.1 Clients increase savings by 20% over 

one year. 
3.1.2 50% of sample of clients lay a 

cement floor within 2 years of entry. 
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Why Is Translating the Mission into Social Targets Important? 

� Concrete and measurable social targets elevate the status of the mission. The organization 

should carefully monitor social targets on a regular basis (some weekly or monthly, others 

quarterly or annually), in the same way that financial performance targets are monitored.  

 

� Monitoring progress toward social targets helps the organization make informed strategic 

and day-to-day operational decisions (e.g., if client drop-out is high in urban areas, take 

corrective action). 

 

� Targets are a good way to explain the social mission in simple, concrete terms that staff and 

the community at-large can understand. For field staff especially, targets help them 

understand exactly how what they do every day affects the overall mission. 

 

� Finally, many funders/investors want to see social performance reports.  By setting its own 

social targets, an MFI can proactively define what is important rather than allowing an 

outsider to decide. 

 

Who Should Be Involved? 

Primarily, this section should be for Executive Management, especially the CEO, CIO and COO, 

and Board members before they begin strategic planning and for periodic checking-in. However, 

it will be key to communicate these concepts adequately to all staff and stakeholders. (If the MFI 

uses a bottom-up planning process, all staff should be trained/informed of this from the 

beginning.) 

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

This process is perfect for integrating into annual strategic/business planning rather than as a 

stand-alone exercise.  

 

Tips for Common Issues & Concerns 

� An MFI that has been in business for more than five years should conduct a review of its 

mission, if this has not already been done. This will ensure that the mission reflects current 

priorities and operations (before moving to goals, objectives, and targets).  

 

� Create a manageable number of targets. These targets will be in addition to other financial 

and operational targets. Consider a maximum of 10 social performance targets in any given 

year, depending on capacity. To prioritize them, ask the question: “How do we ensure we are 

meeting client needs?” Below are some potential criteria to use when choosing and 

prioritizing targets:12  

• Level of importance to meeting the MFI’s mission (or magnitude of risk to the mission) 

• Likelihood of positive outcomes occurring that are aligned with the mission and goals 

• Time and resources (human and financial) required 

• Level of complexity 

 

                                                 
12

 Ibid, p. 40.  
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� Make sure objectives and targets are “S.M.A.R.T.”: Specific, Measurable, Action-oriented, 

Realistic, and Time-bound (e.g., “Expand coverage to 15 rural towns by the end of 2012.”13 or 

“Increase the number of women in the portfolio by 20% in the next 18 months.”). 

 

� Involve staff at different levels in the target-setting process. This can help build momentum in 

terms of understanding SP and getting motivated to participate. 

 

FAQs
14

 

� Q: Why isn’t it enough to report client numbers and average loan size?  

A: If you choose not to track performance on the overarching mission, then you are guessing 

about how clients experience your products and their level of success. Guessing is not helpful 

for solid performance management. Reporting on client numbers does not reveal whether or 

not you are reaching your target clients.  

 

� Q: Our staff members are overwhelmed with reporting. Why must we track new data points? 

� A: It may not be necessary. Look at your application forms, data points in your management 

information system (MIS), and periodic reports. You may already collect information, such as 

gender, age, occupation/business type, and geography—these will help track social targets. 

Also, remember some targets are process-based (e.g., improve the transparency of loan 

documents) and are therefore easier to track. Finally, consider an “add one-drop one” policy, 

meaning if a new indicator is tracked, one that was previously tracked but not used can be 

eliminated.  

 

� Q: Must we use targets developed by the industry, or can we create our own social targets? 

� A. We will discuss this more in Module 2. The short answer is that standard social targets 

such as those found in the MIX SPS Report15 or in a social audit are a reference point for you 

to be able to report certain social targets and performance in a standard way (and in a way 

that social investors will require). Add targets that are not included in the industry 

tools/standards or drop certain industry targets that are not relevant. 

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance 

� Imp-Act Consortium, Katherine Knotts, katherine@imp-act.org 

• Social Performance Management (SPM) Practice Guide, pp. 19-20 and pp. 53-69 and the 

resources on pp. 180-181. 

• SPM training materials, on the PowerPoint, slides 24-35.  

• Choosing and using indicators for effective SPM – Practice Note 5. (Spanish) 

• SPM Resource Centre – Translating mission and Tracking Social Objectives 

� Microfinance Centre, Strategic Management Toolkit Overview. The full toolkit is available 

upon request.  

                                                 
13

 Ibid, p. 63.  
14

 Also see SPTF’s FAQ site: http://www.sptf.info/what-is-social-performance/faqs.  
15
 Social Performance Standards (SPS) Report 
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MODULE 3. Social Performance Indicators and Reporting 

Summary of General Concepts 

MIX Market now integrates social performance data into its online display, making social 

performance data more accessible to MIX Market users, increasing the visibility of MFIs’ social 

performance practices, and making it easier for users to analyze an institution’s financial and 

social performance. All social performance information is now featured directly alongside the 

financial information of individual MFIs on their profile page. 
 

� Updated MIX/SPTF Social Indicators  

MIX/SPTF has 11 categories of social performance indicators:  

• Mission and social goals: MFI's stated commitment to its social mission, its target 

market and development objectives.  

• Governance: Whether the Board of Directors' members have been trained on social 

performance management and whether there is a formal Board committee that 

monitors social performance.   

• Range of products and services: Financial and non-financial products and services 

offered.  

• Client outreach by lending methodologies: Typology of lending methodology offered. 

• Client retention: Client retention rate. 

• Social responsibility to clients. The seven principles of client protection of the Smart 

Campaign16 applied by the MFI: i) Appropriate Product Design and Delivery; ii) 

Prevention of Over-indebtedness; iii) Transparency; iv) Responsible Pricing; v) Fair and 

Ethical Treatment of Clients; vi) Privacy of client data, and vii) Mechanisms for 

Complaint Resolution17 

• Transparency of costs of services to clients: How the institution states the interest rate.  

• Human resources and staff incentives: Policies regarding social responsibility to staff, 

such as the human resources policy it has in place, Board and staff composition, staff 

turnover rate and staff incentives linked to social performance goals.  

• Employment creation and enterprises financed: Number of enterprises financed by the 

MFI and employment generation opportunities created.  

• Social responsibility to the environment: Whether the MFI has any policies and initiatives 

in place to mitigate environmental impacts of financed enterprises.  

• Poverty outreach: Poverty levels of clients at entry and their move out of poverty over 

time.  

 

� New Processes for Data Reporting to MIX and Usage  

• In 2011, MIX released a revised set of social performance indicators. 

• MIX is collecting social performance data through a combined SP/FP18 data collection tool 

and an online platform. 

• SP data is now integrated with overall MIX data collection. 

                                                 
 
17
 This list reflects the Client Protection Principles (CPPs) updated in July 2011. The current MIX SPS 

Report does not yet reflect the updated CPPs (as of January 2012). 
18

 Social performance (SP)/Financial Performance (FP) 
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• Profile (process) data is not time-bound (e.g., mission statement, governance, consumer 

protection, etc.) and reported by MFIs through MIX web profile editor. 

• Results data is time-bound (e.g., number of women borrowers, employment created, 

enterprises financed, etc.) and will be collected through MIX data collection tool, which 

includes both social and financial performance information. 

• MFIs that track poverty data will receive a separate online poverty data questionnaire 

with which to report poverty data. 

• MFIs that are unable to submit their information over the Internet will still be able to 

submit their data by downloading an offline data submission form and mailing it to MIX. 

 

� Next Steps 

• Data Collection: integrated financial and social data (starts in Q1 and ends in Q3 of each 

year) 

• Analysis: Regional reports containing SP information and industry’s SP global analysis 

(collected all year long) 

• Tools on MIX Market: Social performance data on MFIs are now available on the MIX 

website under each MFI’s page. Users can use results data to compare MFIs’ social 

performance data across countries, regions, legal types and more, as well as create 

customized social performance reports. 

• Partnerships: MIX is working with partners, such as regional networks and investors, to 

increase social performance data quality through better auditing procedures, reporting 

harmonization, and quality assurance trainings. 

• Certification: MIX is working with the Smart Campaign (Client Protection) and Grameen 

Foundation (PPI)19, as well as social auditors/rating agencies (for on-site assessments) to 

validate data reported for specific indicators.  

 

Talking Points to Use with Others 

� The new sets of indicators for MIX data collection are the most relevant in the industry. While 

it is important that MFIs across the globe practice standardized reporting, institutions should 

also explore ways to capture additional information that may help them identify their clients’ 

specific needs. For example, MFIs with a focus on women should consider tracking additional 

indicators that include greater gender mainstreaming, such as the indicators proposed by the 

SPTF Gender Working Group.  

 

In addition, new indicators will be tested through a survey for MFIs. These test indicators 

capture data points particularly relevant to consumer protection and human resources (e.g., 

interest rates and CEO pay scale compensation). MIX is also closely monitoring the work on 

the SPTF Universal Standards for SPM (Module 8), which may also entail modifications in the 

social performance indicators.  

 

� Data are self-reported by MFIs but MIX is working with resource organizations to help in the 

verification of the quality of the data.  

 

                                                 
19

 Progress Out of Poverty (PPI) Index 
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� Profile Update Form (combined organizational and social indicator data input form – for 

social ‘process’ indicators that do not change frequently). Only submit this form when there is 

a change in information. Information in your profile can be easily updated using your MIX 

password to access the profile editor page.  

� MIX Data Submission Form 2010 is the combined financial, operational, and social indicator 

data input sheet. This is where social ‘results’ indicators are entered (updated annually).  

 

Example MIX SP Indicator MFI Performance Report
20

 

Step 1 – Choosing Social Performance Criteria for MFI Performance Report 

 
 

Step 2 – Output of Social Performance Data in MFI Performance Report 

 

                                                 
20

 Example downloaded, modified and formatted from http://www.mixmarket.org/profiles-reports. 

Please note the social indicators and presentation/formats have been modified since this submission.  

Fiscal Year 2009
Period Annual
As of date 3/31/2010
Governance

Number of board members 7

Number of female board members 2

Social responsibility to clients

Client retention rate 92%

Social responsibility to staff

Percentage of permanent staff 98%

Number of managers 48

Number of loan officers 614

Number of managers who are women 21

Percentage of managers who are women 44%

Number of loan officers who are women 25

Percentage of loan officers who are women 4%

Staff turnover rate 7%

Outreach by non-financial services

Number of clients participating in enterprise training 1,500                                               

Percentage of clients participating in enterprise training 0

Number of clients participating in education courses 750

Percentage of clients participating in education courses 0

Number of clients participating in women's empowerment training 10,000                                             

Percentage of clients participating in women's empowerment training 2%
Enterprise support

Number of enterprises financed N/A

Number of start-up enterprises financed N/A

Percentage of enterprises financed that are start-ups N/A

Employment creation

Number of formal jobs created N/A

Sample used for enterprise and employment data N/A

Poverty outreach

Percentage of entering clients below the US $2 poverty line at end of reporting year 77%
Percentage of entering clients in the bottom 50% of the US $2 poverty line at end of 

reporting year 22%

Sampling methodology Data gathered is for 148,573 clients.

Poverty tool used PPI

Clients above the US $2 poverty line after 3 years or more N/A
Percentage of clients that have been in the program for over 3 years who are above 

the US $2 poverty line and who were below this poverty line when they  joined the 

institution N/A

Sampling methodology

Three types of collection: 1. time of 

new members joining 2. time of loan 

renewal 3. At time of drop out

Poverty tool used PPI
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Why Is It Important to Report to MIX Market? 

Measuring, monitoring and reporting on social performance is important because:  

� It promotes a focus on achieving social as well as financial goals.  

� It demonstrates transparency to donors, investors, and other external stakeholders. 

� It clarifies current areas of strengths and weaknesses (social, operational, and strategic). 

� It allows an MFI to track its performance over time and identify trends.  

 

Who Should Be Involved? 

� The executive management team should be the most involved in setting the data selection, 

collection, and maintenance procedures for the MIX indicators (and any other social 

performance indicators). The IT department should work with others, such as Operations, 

Human Resources, and Market Research, to design social performance indicators and 

reporting formats. The Board should also be heavily involved in choosing priority indicators 

and reviewing reports.  

 

� To ensure adoption, the MFI may want to begin measuring field staff performance based on 

social indicators, in addition to financial and operational indicators. These indicators can be 

used in branch performance reports, staff incentive schemes, and annual reviews. Choose 

and prioritize the social indicators that can be used to evaluate staff and make sure the 

targets are communicated clearly.  

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

� Transparency is important for all MFIs, no matter their experience with SPM. Reporting social 

performance to MIX should be an institutional priority. MIX has taken significant measures to 

make sure the collection of social performance data is integrated into the same annual 

process for collection of financial and operational data. Normally, you will fill in the “results” 

indicators on an annual basis and only update “process” indicators when necessary.  Data 

collection takes place in Q1 to Q3 of each calendar year.  

 

� After submission, you will be able to compare your social performance results against your 

peers (by size, age, geography, etc.) at any point in time, for your own planning purposes or 

for reporting to funders.  Your updated annual data and accompanying reports become 

available on the MIX website as soon as the data review process is complete. 

 

Tips for Common Issues & Concerns 

� The inclusion of SP indicators in the MIX reporting process may seem burdensome on top of 

financial and operational data reporting, but the majority of the “process” indicators are in 

fact simple yes/no or multiple-choice questions that are easily verifiable and do not need to 

be updated frequently. The remaining “results” indicators are either data that you likely 

already collect or are not relevant to your program and can be skipped.  

 

� Try to input the necessary social “results” fields in your intake documents (applications, etc.) 

and information system now instead of collecting the data manually at the end of the 

reporting period.  
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FAQs
21

 

� Q: Do I have to submit social performance data if I just want to submit financial data? 

A: It is not mandatory but it can negatively affect your MIX Transparency rating. Certain funders 

have already begun requiring submission. Also note that the reporting of social indicators has 

become so integrated into the collection of financial and operational indicators that it might not 

require much extra work. 

 

� Q: Are yes/no questions very useful for comparing social performance between MFIs?  

� A: The answers to yes/no questions are most useful when they are supported by appropriate 

documentation. When an MFI reports its policies to MIX, it is invited to share any supporting 

document(s) linked to such policies. These documents, along with social ratings and 

certifications, allow MIX Market users to gain a deeper understanding of the work that the 

MFI is doing. To improve transparency and robustness of information, it is very important 

that MFIs share these policies along with their data reporting to MIX.  

 

� Q: Can I conduct my own assessment of an MFI’s social performance on MIX Market? 

A: MIX Market has released several new features to help in this type of analysis. These 

features help you to assess both the MFI’s progress toward their mission and the relationship 

between financial and social data. Choose MFIs that have reported social performance data 

when running your analysis. 

 

� Q: Where do I find social performance information on MIX Market?  

� A: Simply view the MFI’s profile page on MIX Market. Here, social performance information is 

listed directly alongside financial performance information. 

 

� Q: Can I find a rating on MIX Market?  

� A: MIX does not produce ratings, but it does post rating summaries submitted by MFIs, which 

are located in the files tab under MFI profiles, including social audits and ratings. (See Module 

6 for more information on social audit and rating.) 

 

� Q: How reliable is the information on MIX Market?
22

  

� A: Once MIX collects performance data, MIX analysts review it for coherence and consistency. 

Moreover, MIX employs over 100 additional quality checks on all collected information to 

monitor unusual trends and alert MIX analysts of inaccuracies, allowing for real time 

management of data collection issues as they arise. Only after performance data have been 

validated and standardized does MIX post the information. 

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance 

� MIX, Micol Pistelli, mpistelli@themix.org  

• MIX Social Performance Resource Center  

• Reporting Social Performance to MIX Market: Benefits for Microfinance Institutions 

                                                 
21

 Primarily from http://www.mixmarket.org/about/faqs.  
22

 http://www.themix.org/social-performance/data-quality  
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• SP indicators 2011 (For exhibit purposes only to show all indicators in one place. Social 

performance data should be submitted through the Profile and Data Submission forms 

mentioned above.)  

• State of Practice in Social Performance Reporting and Management (2009-2010) 

• Other MIX social performance data analysis reports 

� Social Performance Task Force (SPTF) 

• MIX SP Indicators 

• Companion Resource Guide to MIX Market's Social Performance Standards Report 

� Imp-Act Consortium  

• Choosing and using indicators for effective SPM-Practice Note 5 (Spanish) 

• SPM Resource Centre, Tracking Social Objectives 

� Examples of MFI social performance publications 

• Fonkoze 2010 Social Performance Report (MFI in Haiti) 

• Banco FIE, Memoria Institucional y de Responsabilidad Social 2011 (MFI in Bolivia) 

• Oikocredit International, Social Performance Report 2010: Integrating Social Goals 

June 2011 (Global MF Investor in Netherlands) 
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MODULE 4. Client Protection 

Summary of General Concepts 

� The Smart Campaign is a global, industry-wide effort to embed client protection practices 

into the institutional culture and operations of the microfinance industry.  

 

� The Smart Campaign embodies a set of core principles for the treatment of microfinance 

clients—the minimum standards that clients should expect to receive when doing business 

with an MFI, called the Client Protection Principles (CPPs). For each principle, the Smart 

Campaign has developed indicators of good practice—i.e., definitions of how the institution 

puts the principles into practice. 

 

� These are the seven CPPs: 

1. Appropriate product design and delivery – Providers will take adequate care to design 

products and delivery channels in such a way that they do not cause clients harm. 

Products and delivery channels will be designed with client characteristics taken into 

account.  

2. Prevention of over-indebtedness – Providers will take adequate care, in all phases of 

their credit process, to determine that clients have the capacity to repay without 

becoming over-indebted. In addition, providers will monitor internal systems that 

support prevention of over-indebtedness and will foster efforts to improve market level 

credit risk management (such as credit information sharing).  

3. Transparency - Providers will communicate clear, sufficient and timely information in a 

manner and language clients can understand in order to make informed decisions. The 

need for transparent information on pricing, terms and conditions of products is 

highlighted.  

4. Responsible pricing - Pricing, terms, and conditions will be set in a way that is affordable 

to clients while allowing for financial institutions to be sustainable. Providers will strive 

to provide positive real returns on deposits. (Transparency and responsible pricing are 

closely linked with the MFTransparency initiative described in Module 5). 

5. Fair and respectful treatment of clients - Financial service providers and their agents 

will treat their clients fairly and respectfully. They will not discriminate. Providers will 

ensure adequate safeguards to detect and correct corruption, as well as aggressive or 

abusive treatment by their staff and agents, particularly during the loan sales and debt 

collection processes.  

6. Privacy of member data - The privacy of individual client data will be respected in 

accordance with the laws and regulations of individual jurisdictions. Such data will only 

be used for the purposes specified at the time the information is collected or as 

permitted by law, unless otherwise agreed with the client.  

7. Mechanisms for complaint resolution - Providers will have in place timely and 

responsive mechanisms for complaints and problem resolution for their clients and will 

use these mechanisms both to resolve individual problems and to improve their 

products and services. 
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Talking Points to Use with Others 

How to get started: The Smart Campaign has created resources and tools to support MFIs and 

other stakeholders through the process of mainstreaming client protection. The Smart 

Campaign calls this process “REACT” (Respond, Educate, Assess, Change, and Track).  

 

� Respond – Endorse the Campaign. Review the principles of client protection, the vision of the 

Campaign, and why it exists, and then endorse this global movement at 

www.smartcampaign.org  

� Educate – Learn, train, and self-assess. Learn about the indicators of good practice for each 

principle, using the CPP Training Series. Then, perform an institutional self-assessment (called 

the ‘Getting Started Questionnaire’) to diagnose client protection strengths and weaknesses.  

� Assess – Commission an external evaluation with Certified Smart Assessors to perform Smart 

Assessments—external, in-depth evaluations of an institution’s client protection practices.  

� Change – Pilot projects, share experience, use available technical tools. Once weaknesses are 

diagnosed, choose a pilot project or two and integrate staff at all levels. To facilitate this 

process, the Smart Campaign is continually developing tools that guide financial institutions 

in the full integration of client protection into their systems and processes (see the Resources 

Section below).  

� Track – Report and receive certification. When MFIs have begun to change their client 

protection practices, they cannot stop there. They must assess how well the change is taking 

hold, and use this information to create a feedback loop that informs future change. 

Institutions can track their progress in several ways: 

• Through their own internal tracking and reporting mechanisms, 

• By re-assessing their organization with the “Getting Started Questionnaire” on a periodic 

basis, 

• By reporting their social performance to the MIX Market, using the MIX Social 

Performance Standards Report (Module 3). 

• In the future, the Smart Campaign will offer a “client protection certification”—an 

independent verification that an institution abides by minimum standards for client 

protection.  

 

Examples 

� Going beyond CPP adoption: After six months of the pilot program, the MFI surveys a sample 

of clients and finds that many of them now know about the institution’s call center for 

complaints, but those that used it did not see a resolution to their problem or question. The 

MFI uses this feedback to establish a rotating group of branch staff with the responsibility to 

review and respond to client questions and complaints. This group provides top managers 

with quarterly reports about common client complaints so that managers can adjust 

products, services, and operations based on feedback from clients.  

 

Why Is Client Protection Important? 

� Client protection is the foundation of social performance. Positive change in clients’ lives 

starts with ensuring that you are not harming them. 

 

� The microfinance sector faces severe scrutiny over unacceptable treatment of clients. We 

need a proactive and sector-wide response. 
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� Strong client protection practices can protect your institution from risks like over-

indebtedness crises, bad press, and abusive staff behavior. 

 

� The industry is experiencing rapid growth and the entry of new players into the marketplace, 

making it important to have industry standards for client protection that apply to everyone.  

 

Who Should Be Involved? 

Everyone! While the adoption and initial efforts to integrate the principles into your MFI may 

start at the top, the key success factor for these principles is to filter their understanding and 

acceptance down to the field level (and even client level for awareness). Remember ‘REACT’: 

especially ‘E’ for ‘Educate’ your staff and ‘C’ for ‘Change’. The Human Resources and Operations 

departments should be involved extensively, since many of the principles require field staff 

compliance and staff training is essential. 

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

Endorsing the Smart Campaign is a one-time action. However, putting the client protection 

principles into practice is an ongoing effort. Training staff on the principles requires a time 

commitment to get all staff and Board members up to speed, but afterward, it can be a part of 

new staff/Board member training. After conducting your own assessment or receiving the 

results from the external assessment, client protection priorities should be included in annual 

business planning with real targets and consequences for failure.  

 

Tips for Common Issues & Concerns 

� If you, your staff, or Board members are “social performance skeptics,” client protection is a 

great place to start because it is the foundation of ethical business practices. Getting 

colleagues on board with client protection can be easier than taking on a more robust social 

performance system and can also build-up momentum for greater engagement with social 

performance management (SPM). 

 

� The “Getting Started Questionnaire” is a set of questions that can be answered rapidly based 

on staff’s perception of compliance. Involve the entire executive team, Board and a few mid-

level and field-level staff in completing the questionnaire anonymously and average the 

scores. Compare the average results to your own institutional self-assessment or take a few 

hours to sit and go through the assessment together. It will generate thought-provoking 

conversation. 

 

� Self-assessment or the external assessment will raise many action items. Be sure to prioritize, 

add time goals, and attach responsibility to someone for completing the tasks. Not all goals 

must be addressed simultaneously – prioritize a few items at a time.  

 

� On getting started, Smart Campaign has an excellent resource pool of tools, case studies, and 

reports available on the “Tools and Resources” section of its website. These are there for you 

to take, copy, modify and build-on for your own MFI – no need to reinvent the wheel! Not 

sure where to start? This page also has suggestions on actions to take: Client Protection 

Principles – Suggested Actions and Resources.  
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FAQs
23

 

� Q: There are so many initiatives. How does the Smart Campaign fit within the rest?  

� A: Client protection is the starting point for any other social performance initiative. It does 

not ensure the achievement of social goals, but it provides a solid foundation for achieving 

positive social outcomes. Also, the Smart Campaign works closely with all the major players. 

For example, client protection is one of the 11 social indicator categories in the MIX SPS 

Report.  Also, the Smart Campaign works with MFTransparency on issues of transparent and 

responsible pricing. The Smart Campaign’s client protection standards are included in the 

SPTF Universal Standards for SPM, as well.  

 

� Q: My team and I are very busy. Can we just endorse the principles and officially adopt them 

at our next board meeting?   

� A: Yes, you can just endorse and stop there. However, the exercise may really just be 

“window dressing” – meaning to look good for outsiders but no meaning for day-to-day 

operations. Also, investors will be looking for MFIs that truly adhere to client protection 

principles. With an adequate client protection system, the MFI is also protecting itself from a 

variety of risks, including high defaults, loss of reputation, and high exit rates of clients. Many 

MFIs could have avoided much of the recent locally generated microfinance crises if they had 

adequately implemented client protection into their institutions.  

 

� Q: There was broad agreement around the original six principles – why the change? 

�  A: The “Evolution of the Principles” Task Force made up of representatives from MFIs, 

investors and support organizations, initiated an in-depth examination of the original CPPs to 

ensure they accurately reflected the mission of the Campaign and its growing endorser 

community. The Task Force recognized that in their initial form, the principles focused 

strongly on credit, and did not specifically address the full range of financial services. In 

addition, the Task Force felt that it was important to include the concept of “non-

discrimination” in the principles, noting that MFIs should avoid discrimination in client 

selection and treatment (e.g., on the basis of gender, ethnic origin, religion, or disability). A 

public feedback period, plus broad input from the Task Force resulted in a revised set of 

principles in July 2011.24
 

 

� Q: How different are the Smart Campaign’s CPPs from other codes of conduct and ethics 

standards adopted by many regional networks and investors, such as IFC, and client 

protection laws required by local governments? 

� A: It should be noted that the CPPs were designed based on the feedback from major players 

and on examples from networks, MFIs, and governments. The CPPs do not include local 

nuances but give the industry a global, common language for client protection. Associations, 

MFIs, and others are encouraged to add relevant, local features to their adoption of the 

principles. Comply with your government’s client protection laws first and then use the CPPs 

to strengthen other practices. If existing governmental or network codes essentially cover the 

CPPs, there is no need to repeat the same message in training, manuals, and policies.  

 

                                                 
23

 For more FAQs on the Smart Campaign, visit the Smart Campaign FAQ web page.  
24

 The Smart Campaign Adds Seventh Client Protection Principle, July 20, 2011.  
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Resources for More Information and Assistance  

� Smart Campaign, Isabelle Barres, ibarres@accion.org 

• Client Protection Principles Training Series 

• Implementing Client Protection in Microfinance: The State of the Practice, 2011. Based on 

479 third-party assessments of client protection practices at more than 300 MFIs in five 

regions. 

• Getting Started Questionnaire: Client Protection Self Assessment for Microfinance 

Institutions and Conducting Client Protection Assessments: A Guide 

• “Smart Note” mini-case studies 

• Consumer Protection Library, country-by-country profiles of the legal and regulatory 

frameworks for consumer protection. 

• Tools & Resources, examples: How to Develop an Institutional Code of Ethics and 

Educating Clients About Client Protection: A Guide for Financial Service Providers 

� ACCION 

• Center for Financial Inclusion, Getting Beyond Codes in Consumer Protection 

• Bringing Pro-Consumer Ideals to the Client: A Consumer Protection Guide for Financial 

Institutions Serving the Poor  

� CGAP, Consumer Protection Laws/Regulations. Consumer protection regulations by country.  

� Freedom from Hunger/Microfinance Opportunities, Consumer Protection: Balancing Rights 

and Responsibilities. (A financial education module.)  

� Imp-Act Consortium, SPM Resource Centre, Protecting clients section and Client protection 

Case Studies  

� Social Performance Task Force (SPTF), Client Protection Tools (overview) 
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MODULE 5. Pricing Transparency 

Summary of General Concepts 

For an institution to realize its social goals and positively affect clients’ lives, it must ensure that 

clients are empowered to make sound financial decisions. Informed clients know the price of 

their loan and are able to choose between loans and providers. Unfortunately, the true price of 

loan products is seldom measured accurately, disclosed to clients, or reported to the industry. 

For this reason MicroFinance Transparency (MFTransparency) works to help the industry 

present clear and consistent information on loan prices. MFTransparency is an international, 

non-governmental organization that promotes transparency by facilitating microfinance pricing 

disclosure, offering policy advisory services and developing training and education materials for 

all market stakeholders. MFTransparency represents an industry movement toward responsible 

pricing practices.25 

 

� What is transparent pricing? Transparent pricing means the pricing, terms, and conditions of 

financial products are adequately disclosed to the clients in a clear manner that allows both 

accurate understanding of prices and comparison of different products. Responsible pricing 

entails a combined approach of self-regulation and supportive government regulation. 

Institutions must be transparent to regulators/policy makers; to investors/donors/funders; to 

clients, and “the market.”  

 

� MFTransparency’s core services:  

• Data collection & dissemination: In the first phase of its work, MFTransparency directly 

collected and reported data for 17 countries in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin 

America.  Starting in 2012, MFTransparency will no longer collect data directly, but will 

distribute its data collection tools to partner organizations that will continue the data 

collection efforts. MFTransparency will verify and report the data collected by these 

partners. 

• Consulting on legislation & regulation: provides recommendations to central banks and 

regulatory authorities around consumer protection and pricing transparency. 

• Technical assistance & training to service providers: provides technical training to MFIs, 

rating agencies, industry initiatives, and other organizations to improve practices and 

create standardized procedures in the industry. 

• Consumer awareness, education and “financial capability”: Provide training materials 

and resources to improve client consumer literacy. 

 

� Coordination with other industry/social performance initiatives 

• Works with all industry stakeholders: i.) MFIs, ii.) networks, associations, industry 

initiatives, rating agencies, iii.) regulators, supervisory bodies, consumer protection 

agencies, and iv.) donors and investors. 

• Collaborating closely with the Smart Campaign’s Client Protection Principles – especially 

numbers 3 and 4 – Transparency and Responsible Pricing (Module 4). The CPPs provide 

                                                 
25

 http://static.mftransparency.org/media/pdf/2-page-summary/Microfinance-Transparency-2-Pager-

English.pdf  
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guidelines, and MFTransparency’s tools and resources allow MFIs to act in making 

transparency and responsible pricing a reality.  

• The 7th MIX/SPTF Social Indicator category, “Transparency of costs of services to clients” 

covers how the MFI reports its costs.  

� Conclusion 

• Transparent pricing is a prerequisite for responsible pricing. We need better knowledge 

and understanding of pricing and better data to analyze.  

• Portfolio yield data is far from adequate for understanding prices. Individual product 

pricing is essential, and it is attainable if we work together. 

• Transparent pricing leads to more competition and better decisions by all stakeholders, 

which, in turn, leads to more responsible pricing. 

 

Talking Points to Use with Others 

� Calculating Transparent Prices Tool: This Excel-based tool can be used to analyze the cost of a 

particular loan product and help users understand how various factors influence the total 

cost of a loan. These essential tools are also available through MFTransparency. 

• APR/EIR Calculator:26 Allows users to input pricing terms to calculate APR/EIR, total cost 

of credit and client cash flow during the loan term; 

• Discounted Cash Flow Visualization: Educational tools for illustrating cash flow; 

• Quick Cost Curve Calculator: Illustrates why there is a “cost curve” that necessitates a 

“price curve”. Allows users to enter estimated costs for a range of loan amounts, 

produces graphs and calculates a breakeven point; 

• “Transparency Index”: MFTransparency’s original scale of pricing transparency; 

• Standardized Repayment Schedule. 

 

� MFTransparency ’s Data Collection Process (for an entire country typically takes 3-4 months) 

• Country selection 

• Data collection preparation 

• Meetings with market stakeholders 

• Training workshops in country 

• Data collection (work with MFIs one-on-one, if needed) 

• Data verification 

• Data analysis and synthesis and dissemination of pricing data 

 

Examples of Good Practice in Pricing Transparency 

� Example 1: Cambodia  

• Prices—Charging flat interest rates prohibited; calculation of compounding interest 

rates required 

• Pricing Information—Information about prices must be published on MFI websites 

 

� Example 2: Bosnia  

• Compounding calculations required: Must be included on loan contract and repayment 

schedule 

• Reporting: Prices by product must be reported to regulators 

• Pricing information: Information about prices must be published on MFI website 

                                                 
26

 Annual Percentage Rate (APR) and Effective Interest Rate (EIR) 
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Tool: Calculating Transparent Prices—“Simple” APR Calculation/Analysis
27

 

 
 

Why is it Important to Calculate Prices in a Standardized Way? 

� Markets (countries) that have calculated and reported their prices have experienced: 

• MFIs adjusting prices to more accurately reflect market rates. 

• Progress by regulators toward new, pro-poor policies. 

 

� Consumers that have full pricing information: 

• Get to know the real price – they can decide if they can truly afford the product. 

• Can decide between competing loan products or MFIs based on comparative data. 

 

� MFIs that calculate and report their prices: 

• Learn what the market price is, where they stand, and can take steps to refine their 

pricing strategy. 

• Fulfill their social performance obligations and investor requirements by filing with 

MFTransparency.  

� Industry: Microfinance sector has a database that allows meaningful dialogue with policy 

makers 

� Funders and donors: Know what their investees charge customers, and can choose their 

partners accordingly  

� Regulators: Observe the prevailing market prices, sharpening their ability to intervene 

specifically and refine policy 

                                                 
27

 This is a tool that any MFI can fill in for internal purposes but is not for filing data to MFTransparency. 

http://www.mftransparency.org/pages/ctp-tool/  
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An MFI’s CEO, CFO and Finance department staff will primarily be involved in calculating the real 

price for each product and also in reporting to one of MFTransparency’s partner organizations. 

Technical staff can use the tools and resources on the MFTransparency website to understand 

different ways to calculate/communicate prices. 

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

Use the “Calculating Transparent Prices” tool for each credit product, and any time terms, 

conditions, or prices change. Reporting through an MFTransparency partner takes place only 

periodically – usually when an entire country’s MFIs are filing. If your prices (rates, fees, etc.) 

change, inform/re-file with MFTransparency. Also employ the MFTransparency tools that help 

project changes in your pricing for budgeting and cash flow purposes on a regular basis (e.g., 

annually) when undergoing your budgeting process. 

 

Tips for Common Issues & Concerns 

� Filing your pricing data to an MFTransparency partner is the primary step, but remember that 

educating your staff and clients on transparent and responsible pricing is just as important. 

Your field staff must know and be able to communicate prices accurately.  Both 

MFTransparency and the Smart Campaign have resources available to help you begin and can 

provide one-on-one assistance, as needed.  

 

� After filing and comparing yourself to your local peers with the MFTransparency country 

report, do not stop there. To become more price competitive (and also benefit clients), try 

these ways of reducing costs/pricing while maintaining an adequate return, such as:  

• Use MFTransparency's Calculating Transparent Prices tool to help in budgeting and 

seeing the effects of different pricing decisions (such as a change in rates versus fees). 

• Consider the newly proposed benchmark for assessing approximate efficiency levels of 

MFIs: Operating Cost Ratio (OCR).28 Examine the average OCR for your country or region 

with peers to see how your MFI is doing. Strategize on how to lower your OCR.  

• Conduct a product-by-product costing exercise to identify major cost drivers. Some MFIs 

have realized they did not need to charge such high interest rates to cover costs and 

make an adequate return. These MFIs have subsequently made reductions in their rates, 

and a few have even disbursed rebates to clients.  

• Conduct a process mapping exercise to identify processes/steps that are unnecessary or 

can be streamlined to reduce your costs.  

• Consider how you might lower your cost of funds. Responsible pricing means shopping 

around for the best interest rate/required rate of return from investors. If you are able 

to do so within your country’s regulations, do consider deposits as a source of low-cost 

funding.  

• Consider how to reduce client delinquency.  The Smart Campaign has some good tools 

(Module 4) on preventing over-indebtedness, which is often a red flag of forthcoming 

delinquencies and defaults. Timely repayment rebates and other “good borrower” 

programs can be an interesting way of reducing the likelihood (and cost) of 

delinquencies/defaults, as can automated SMS payment reminders.  

                                                 
28

 Waterfield, Charles, “Is Transparency Enough? What is Fair and Ethical when it Comes to Prices in 

Microfinance?” MicroCredit Summit, November 2011, pp. 23-28.  
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FAQs
29

 

� Q: How will MFTransparency’s partner organizations collect data? 

� A: All APR pricing calculations will come directly from actual repayment schedules for each 

product offered by the MFIs. The goal is that all repayment schedules be provided directly 

from the MFI in order to confirm accuracy of the information and minimize complications and 

misunderstandings. Analysts will work in teams to review suspicious data, and cross-check 

data with other sources. 

 

� Q: How will MFTransparency ensure the accuracy of data reported on its website? 

� A: Accuracy is one of the paramount values of MFTransparency. MFI staff fill out a simple 

questionnaire and then send the repayment schedule to MFTransparency where amounts are 

verified. Every repayment schedule will be available on the MFTransparency website for all to 

see and comment if there are discrepancies. A deterrent to the temptation to report falsified 

information is that others will have access to your repayment schedule. In addition, 

MFTransparency has a system for auditing schedules at random, as well as identifying 

outlying data that will be selected for 100% verification. 

 

� Q: What if the information about my pricing is incorrect on the MFTransparency website? 

� A: MFIs may contact MFTransparency at anytime if they feel the data are incorrect, and will 

be able to update schedules whenever their prices change. MFTransparency will do regular, 

systematic follow-ups and reminders to ensure that data are kept current. 

 

� Q: Will public knowledge of APR interest rates lead to government regulations that restrict the 

supply of credit? 

� A: The mainstream public media is already reporting the level of interest rates typically 

charged in microfinance. However, there is little explanation or understanding of why 

microfinance interest rates are higher than previously believed, nor why there is significant 

variation in interest rates among institutions. MFTransparency is not “breaking the silence,” 

rather, it has created a forum for the industry to report in a clear, consistent, and fair fashion, 

actual interest rates and information on why microfinance rates need to be higher. 

 

Partly motivated by the lack of pricing transparency in microfinance, well-intentioned 

politicians and regulators in a number of countries have chosen to use regulation or 

legislation to limit interest rates charged by MFIs. MFTransparency firmly believes this is a 

mistake, and therefore, supports truth-in-lending legislation but opposes simplistic interest 

rate cap legislation. MFTransparency will provide the public with accurate, consistently 

calculated information that will allow it to draw informed conclusions.  

 

� Q: Will small-scale investors or social investors unfamiliar with microfinance interest rates be 

alienated from microfinance due to these disclosures? 

� A: Small-scale investors should not be alienated from microfinance when they understand 

competitive interest rates in the sector. MFTransparency wants microfinance investors to 

know interest rate information and understand how prices are set. This empowering 

information will better align investors’ beliefs and the MFI’s interest rate policies. For 

                                                 
29

 MFTransparency Frequently Asked Questions: http://mftransparency.org/faq/.ht 
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example, investors will be able to identify if 40% APR is low, medium, or high in a given 

country. 

 

� Q: Isn’t this same information on prices available by reviewing other data sources, such as the 

MIX, or by calculating portfolio yield from financial statements? 

� A: Portfolio yield (interest and fee income divided by average loan portfolio) is calculated 

with the institution in mind, which can be roughly done via MIX/Microbanking Bulletin. The 

APR is calculated with the client in mind. If MFIs have only one product, the portfolio yield is a 

often a useful proxy. But most institutions offer multiple products to varying market 

segments, all priced at different amounts, and the average portfolio yield does not represent 

what clients are actually paying. An MFI with an average portfolio yield of 30% may charge 

25% on one product and 80% on another. 

 

� Q: Does the price calculation incorporate penalty interest or non-payment fees? 

� A: No. MFTransparency’s APR formula calculates what the client is legally required to pay, 

assuming the client respects the contractual repayment schedule. Clients who fall behind in 

payment may pay higher fees, but these are not considered part of the APR formulas 

legislated in countries with truth-in-lending laws. 

 

� Q: What is the difference between endorsing and filing with MFTransparency?  

� A: Endorsing MFTransparency is one simple step of e-mailing your organization’s support of 

MFTransparency’s efforts. However, this does not mean your MFI is transparent or 

responsible when it comes to pricing until you actually file your pricing/costing data. Filing 

this data does take more effort, but MFTransparency and your local network/partner will 

help your MFI in filing.   

 

� Q: MFTransparency has not reached my country yet, but I do want to file my pricing/costing 

information. Can I do this individually?  

� A: Yes. If MFTransparency has not reached your country yet, you can file individually by 

contacting them at data@mftransparency.org. In the meantime, you can use the Calculating 

Transparent Prices Tool to get a sense of total costs and their impact.  

 

� Q: What is APR and EIR and how do I calculate them?  

� A: If you file with MFTransparency or use one of the tools, you do not have to know the 

calculations. However, it is good to know why APR and EIR are important (versus typical, 

nominal interest rate reporting). MFTransparency has created a guide on why and how to 

calculate APR and EIR: “Formulas and Approaches Used to Calculate True Pricing”.  

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance 

� MicroFinance Transparency, info@mftransparency.org and the MFTransparency Blog 

• Overview 

� MFTransparency Brochure and About MFTransparency  (PPT) 

� MFTransparency Data Launch Webinar Videos (Intro PPT) 

• Why transparency? 

� How Microfinance Institutions Can Benefit from Participation in the Global 

Transparent Pricing Initiative 

� The Need for Pricing Transparency in Microfinance (PDF and PPT) 
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• Tools 

� MFTransparency Endorser Statement 

� Calculating Transparent Prices Tool 

� Model Repayment Schedule - Template 

� Understanding the math: Understanding APR Calculations, Calculating Interest 

Rates with Excel, Flat vs. Declining Balance Interest Rates - What is the Difference? 

• Reports and Case Studies 

� Country Data 

� Pricing Certification Report: Grameen Bank 

� The Challenge of Understanding Pricing of Microloans (Compartamos) 

� Standardized Loan Documentation in Bosnia and Herzegovina  

� CGAP, Microfinance Product Costing Tool and Product Costing Resource Center 

� MicroSave, Costing and Pricing - Toolkit, Product Costing in Practice: The Experience of 

MicroSave and The Art and Science of Pricing Financial Services 

� MIX Market 

• Myths and Reality: Cost and Profitability of Microfinance 

• MFTransparency and MIX Market 

� The Smart Campaign 

• Responsible Pricing: The State of the Practice (ACCION/CFI) 

• Putting Transparency into Practice: Communicating About Pricing 

• Transparency in Promotions and Sales: A Checklist for Financial Service Providers 

• Transparent and Responsible Pricing at Mi-Bospo (Case Study) 



SPTF Online Training Course – Resource Handbook     www.sptf.info 

 

 

Social Performance Task Force 
 36 

MODULES 6A & 6B. Social Audit & Social Rating 

Primary Differences between social audit and social rating  

Social Audit 

� Not graded, usually not public 
� Guided self evaluation (some independent 

observations if using external consultants) 
� Primarily internal: Used by the MFI to 

examine its own strengths and 

weaknesses. Can also be used by external 

stakeholders. 
� Good for MFIs at all stages—especially 

those getting started with SPM. 
� For MFIs of all kinds– regardless of size, or 

commercial orientation 

Social Rating 

� Graded, usually public 
� Independent evaluation (conducted on-site 

by rating agency staff) 
� Primarily external: Used by investors, 

donors, public to appraise the MFI. Can also 

be used internally to understand 

performance. 
� Beneficial for MFIs with established social 

performance management (SPM) 
� For MFIs of all kinds– regardless of size, or 

commercial orientation 

 

MODULE 6A. Social Audit
30

  

 
Summary of General Concepts 

A social audit is a diagnostic tool that assesses whether or not an MFI has the systems in place to 

achieve its stated social objectives. The underlying assumption is that the soundness of internal 

processes is a reasonably reliable proxy mission achievement. Social audits are primarily for 

internal purposes to help improve the MFI’s social performance through identification of key 

issues. MFIs can conduct these audits on their own (CERISE and MFC) or through third parties 

(CERISE, EDA, MFC31, MicroSave) depending on the purpose and resources/expertise available.32  

The general process, when conducted by an external party, is the following (generally over the 

course of a week or less):  

� Kick-off/orientation meeting/workshop (and social performance orientation, if needed) – <1 

day 

� Data collection (staff interviews, data compilation and document review) – 1-2 days; Field 

assessments with field staff and clients (optional) – 1-2 days 

� Presentation of results and action planning to key management staff and Board – <1 Day 

 

Typically, all social audits cover the broad categories of the major social performance initiatives, 

including MIX Social Indicators (Module 3), SPTF Framework and Universal Standards (Module 

8), and the Smart Campaign’s Client Protection Principles (Module 4). A social audit is used 

primarily to assess an MFI’s “intent and design” (mission/strategy) and internal 

systems/activities; it can include outputs but does not include outcomes or impact (from 

Module 1). The specific areas typically covered are: 1. Mission & Strategy; 2. Governance; 3. 

                                                 
30

 We will use the terms “social audit” and “social assessments” interchangeably.  
31

 Microfinance Centre (MFC) 
32

 More information on these organizations and their methods is provided in subsequent sections of this 

module.   
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The SPI Questionnaire includes:

Intro: MFI Contact Info

Part I: Profile, Social Strategy & MFI 
Governance

Part II: Social Indicators

- Dim 1: Targeting & Outreach

-Dim 2: Products & Services

-Dim 3: Benefits to Clients

- Dim 4: Social Responsibility

Decision-making & Communication

Targeting and Outreach; 6. Products and Services

 

Examples 

Social Audit Example (CERISE Social Performance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data Entry Example 

Each of the four dimensions of 

of indicators (with a score attached to each indicator) with detailed information to be 

completed to justify the score.

(client data privacy), compatible with the assessment approach developed by

Campaign. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why Is a Social Audit Important?

� For MFIs 

• Diagnoses where they are in social performance

• Prioritizes what to improve

• Provides evidence of SPM practices

• Enables an organization to distinguish itself from its competitors 

                                                
33

 Some also cover environment/community responsibility and internal audit.
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CERISE SPI Audit & Guide
The SPI Questionnaire includes:

: Profile, Social Strategy & MFI 

The Operational Guide (Wiki page) is:

An interactive online platform that provides:

- The SPI Standards of Use

- An interactive forum to ask questions and 
make comments

making & Communication; 4. Management Information System (MIS); 5. 

Products and Services; and 7. Human Resources.33  

Social Audit Example (CERISE Social Performance Indicators [SPI] tool) 

 

dimensions of the CERISE SPI is divided into three criteria and a certain number 

of indicators (with a score attached to each indicator) with detailed information to be 

justify the score. Below is an example for data entry on a client protection issue 

(client data privacy), compatible with the assessment approach developed by

mportant? 

y are in social performance 

what to improve 

evidence of SPM practices 

an organization to distinguish itself from its competitors  

         
Some also cover environment/community responsibility and internal audit.  

www.sptf.info 

The Operational Guide (Wiki page) is:

An interactive online platform that provides:

An interactive forum to ask questions and 

ystem (MIS); 5. Client 

SPI is divided into three criteria and a certain number 

of indicators (with a score attached to each indicator) with detailed information to be 

Below is an example for data entry on a client protection issue 

(client data privacy), compatible with the assessment approach developed by the Smart 
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• Prepares for a social rating  

� Donors and investors (such as Oikocredit and Kiva) use social audit to:  

• Diagnose social performance of investees/partners cost-effectively 

• Identify areas for improvement that require technical assistance and other support 

• Monitor improvements in social performance 

 

Who Should Be Involved? 

The MFI will need to choose an “SPM Champion” and/or a small Social Performance (SP) 

working group to help coordinate the audit internally or externally. The CEO should be heavily 

involved, and results are often discussed at the Board level along with assistance from 

Technology, Human Resources, Operations and Market Research. 

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

Since a social audit mostly looks at process indicators (i.e., those that do not change much in the 

short-term), it is not necessary to conduct a social audit more than once a year. Some 

cases/needs for conducting a social audit:  

� Getting Started on SPM: Conducting a social audit is a good place to start. Not only will it 

highlight your MFI’s strengths and weaknesses in social performance, but it will also:  

• Raise awareness with your staff and Board on what SP is (and what it is not); 

• Help staff understand that SP does not have to be a burden; 

• Focus your efforts on a few key areas of improvement. 

 

� Annual Business/Strategic Planning: MFIs can conduct a social audit before the annual 

planning process (to identify areas of improvement and actions to take in the coming year).  

 

� Periodic monitoring of SP: In this case, it might be best to have a third-party, such as CERISE, 

MicroSave or EDA, verify the results. This can be done every 2-3 years.  

 

� Identification of technical assistance needs: Some donors and investors, such as Lok Capital in 

India, provide assistance to their investee MFIs in implementing sound SP practices. Before 

such technical assistance can begin, it is best to conduct a social audit. Three of the 

approaches (Microfinance Centre [MFC], MicroSave, and EDA) also provide a detailed action 

plan at the end of the audit process. 

 

Tips for Common Issues & Concerns  

� Unsure of where to get started with SP? One potential answer: social audit. 

If you are new to SP or just do not have time to undergo training on SP, you can dive in and 

learn by conducting a social audit. A social audit will provide clear feedback on your strengths 

and weaknesses and clarify what to address next. 

 

� Hint: Audit Triangulation 

Having external consultants conduct a social audit provides a more objective perspective and 

allows staff to freely speak their mind. Third parties also look at many data points at once to 

triangulate/confirm information. If you do not have the time or resources for an external 

consultant, you might want to use the CERISE SPI for “triangulation” to get several opinions at 

once on your MFI’s SPM.  
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FAQs 

� Q: What is the difference between social audit and social rating? Do I need to do both?
34 

� A: Generally speaking, social audit focuses on the internal (processes, systems, intent and 

design) and are used internally by staff and Boards. Social audits performed by an external 

consultant also offer specific SPM recommendations. Social rating clarifies strengths and 

weaknesses, includes an analysis of SP outcomes (not just processes), and allows for external 

sharing of results.  

 

You do not need to conduct multiple social audits or a social audit and then a social rating in 

quick succession. We recommend doing either an audit or a rating and certainly no more 

than once a year. Social rating reports will cover almost all of what a social audit would. If a 

rating is necessary anyway because an investor is requesting it, work with the findings of the 

rating to improve your internal systems, instead of doing a social audit as well.  

 

� Q: Among the various social audit tools, which approach do I choose? 

� A: We do not endorse one approach over the other (MFC, CERISE, MicroSave, or EDA).35 All 

cover the basic standards and apply the same definition of SP as the SPTF, MIX, and the Smart 

Campaign.36 There are “Consumer Reports” on GRI, CERISE and MFC, covering costs, 

strengths and weaknesses. Talk to your peers who have used these tools, as well. The table 

below demonstrates the services offered by different providers.  

 

 
Internal 

Audit 
External 

audit 

Technical 

assistance 

post-audit 

Strong 

presence 

in: Africa 

Latin 

America 
Eastern 

Europe 
Asia India 

MFC � �  � � � �  

CERISE � �  � �    

MicroSave  � � �   � � 

EDA  � �    � � 

 

� Q: How long does a social audit take? 

� A: The actual audit should take one week or less. The delivery of the final report, if using 

external consultants, will take some more time – generally one month after the completion 

of the fieldwork.  

 

                                                 
34

 http://www.sptf.info/what-is-social-performance/faqs#11  
35

 The ACCION SOCIAL Tool and USAID Social Performance Assessment (SPA) Tool are also available but 

not used as much currently. Additionally, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a reporting tool that some 

institutions may use to simultaneously report (social and financial results) and assess their performance.  

GRI covers social performance for all organizations, social and for-profit, and all industries – and not just 

for microfinance. So GRI will not cover the SPTF adopted SP framework exactly and does not have 

standards for MFIs specifically. It does, however, allow an MFI to compare its social performance with 

other organizations outside of microfinance. Some MFIs used GRI's handbook for small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs) for support in producing their sustainability reports, for example. See: Six Microfinance 

Banks on Three Continents Use GRI Guidelines, Microfinance Gateway, March 2005. For an example of 

such a report, see ASHI’s 2010 Annual report, especially pages 71-73: 

http://ashi.org.ph/images/Smaller%20Version%20AR2010_Final.pdf  
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� Q: What does a social audit cost and is there financial support available? 

A: Social audit generally costs $5,000 or less if using external consultants (GRI can be more 

expensive). This does not count the usage of your own MFI resources and staff time. There is 

financial support for social audits, typically supported by regional associations such as MFC 

(Eastern Europe) and MCPI.37 MFC has now set-up a “SP Start-up Fund” for networks to tap 

into to help pay for social audit, training and technical assistance. Many investors, such as 

Oikocredit and Lok Capital-India, also provide financial assistance to defray the cost of a social 

audit.  

 

� Q: We have gone through a social audit and we have many issues to take on for improving 

SPM. What do we do if we lack the expertise to make improvements?  

� A: Many networks (such as Sanabel, MCPI, and MFC), support organizations (such as 

Opportunity International, Freedom from Hunger and Catholic Relief Services), and investors 

(such as Oikocredit) provide financial assistance to help pay for technical assistance (TA) on 

social performance topics. The SP Start-up Fund of the MFC should help in particular through 

regional networks. The Social Microfinance Fund, based in the Netherlands, also provides TA 

funds for social performance (but only in certain countries in Africa and Asia).  

 

Additionally, EDA, MicroSave, and Planet Finance Advisory Services all provide direct TA 

consulting services on social performance topics. SPTF also maintains a database of individual 

consultants who provide social performance TA. Also, the Imp-Act Consortium has sponsored 

the creation of SPM Mentors to help MFIs implement solutions related to social performance.   

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance 

Organizations 

� CERISE (SPI), Cécile Lapenu, cerise@cerise-microfinance.org and SPI Wiki (France) 

• Social Performance Indicators (SPI) Tool (Excel) and Operational Guide to the SPI 

Questionnaire 

• SPI Investor: A social audit tool for microfinance investors 

• SPI Case Studies (more than 15 case studies available) 

• Social Audit in Microfinance: What Have We Learned about Social Performance? 

� EDA-Rural Systems, Frances Sinha, francessinha@edarural.com (India) 

• Social Performance Assessment and Institutional Case Study of CUMO, Malawi 

� Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Teodorina Lessidrenska, Lessidrenska@globalreporting.org 

(Netherlands) 

• G3 Guidelines, Technical Protocol, Financial Services Sector Supplement and Support for 

SMEs (most MFIs fall under SMEs) 

• Tools & Resources and Publications 

• Taking Social Performance to the Next Level: Isn't it Time to Look Outside of Microfinance? 

� Microfinance Centre, Ewa Bankowska, ewa@mfc.org.pl (Poland) 

• Quality Audit Tool (QAT) 

• Social Performance Start-up Fund for Networks and Technical Assistance Providers 

� Microfinanza Srl, Massimo Vita, massimo.vita@Microfinanza.com (Italy) 

� MicroSave, Jesila Ledesma, jesila@microsave.net (India) 

• SPM Toolkit 

                                                 
37

 Microfinance Council of the Philippines (MCPI) 
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• Case Studies (3) 

 

General 

� Microfinance Gateway, Assessment Tools: Institutional Process 

� SEEP, Social Performance Map, pp. 71-110 (Chapter 6)  

� SPTF 

• Audit Tools (overview) 

• Case Studies 

• User Reviews of SP Tools - Social Audit Tools Reviewed (GRI, CERISE SPI, and MFC QAT) 

• TA Providers in SP 

� Imp-Act Consortium 

• SPM Resource Centre, Auditing/rating Case Studies and Conducting an internal audit 

• SPM Practice Guide, pp. 155-164.  (Spanish, French, and Arabic as well) 
• Reviewing the social performance of microfinance institutions-Practice Note 8 (Spanish) 
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MODULE 6B. Social Rating 

 

Summary of General Concepts 

A social rating provides an external opinion on an MFI’s capacity to put its mission into practice 

and achieve social goals. A rating examines an MFI’s social commitment, and the likelihood that 

it will deviate from its social mission in the future. A rating answers the questions: Is an MFI 

doing what it says it is? Is it creating social value through its activities? and, What is the 

evidence? In terms of fit within the SPTF SP Framework38, rating covers intent & design and 

internal systems as the social audit tools do, but the rating examines output and outcome 

results, as well. However, social ratings do not demonstrate impact, which is the primary object 

of impact evaluations. 

 

There are four rating agencies that offer social rating for MFIs: M-CRIL, Microfinanza Rating, 

MicroRate, and Planet Rating. They each use their own standardized rating scale, just like a 

financial rating. (Example scales: one to five stars; “poor” to “excellent”).  

 

Most social ratings examine six areas of social performance: 

� Socioeconomic Context: This includes the country’s political and social context, poverty 

profile, and regulatory environment, as well as the institution’s local competition. 

� Mission, Strategies and Systems: Including the balance between social and financial 

objectives, and the adequacy of systems to achieve the MFI’s social mission. (Note: this is 

where most social audits focus.) 

� Outreach: The MFI’s stated target clientele, (rural/urban; men/women, etc.) as well as its 

ability to reach these target clients. 

� Client Monitoring: The MFI’s collection of data on clients, and its processes for receiving 

feedback from clients. It usually examines the reliability of the system used for the collection 

and analysis of social data, as well as the use of information for decision-making. 

� Client Protection and Social Responsibility: Compliance with the Client Protection Principles, 

and the MFI’s policies and practices toward staff, the community and the environment. 

� Quality of Services: The diversity and appropriateness of the products and services that the 

MFI offers, and client retention.  

 

� Two Types of Social Ratings 

• Standard Social Rating: As described in the six areas above (all four rating agencies) 

• Social Rating Plus Field Data Collection: (M-CRIL, Microfinanza Rating, and Planet 

Rating)39 

This rating includes the collection of primary data using client surveys and focus groups. 

The data collected add field-based evidence on client-level areas of social performance 

such as: client poverty levels, financial inclusion, and client protection (e.g., over-

indebtedness, client awareness of the MFI’s policies and pricing, and existence of a 

mechanism for clients to submit grievances to the institution).  

 

� The Social Rating Process 

• MFI fills out standardized forms prior to visit from the rater 

                                                 
38

 Social Performance Task Force (SPTF); Social Performance (SP) 
39

 Planet Rating sub-contracts the survey part to specialized survey companies. 
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• Rater on-site: meets with managers, Board members, and select staff; reviews 

management information system (MIS) and available documents. The rater visits the 

MFI’s headquarters, provides an orientation to key staff, interviews managers and other 

selected staff, and reviews social data using the MIS and/or available documentation.  

• Rater visits several branch offices; interviews staff and clients; reviews available 

documents, and verifies of the compliance of the field practice with the policies. 

• Optional: Rater conducts focus groups and surveys with staff and clients for deep, field-

level data.  

• Final report reviewed by MFI then submitted to the rating agency, who reviews the 

MFI’s comments then publishes a graded report. 

 

Who Should Be Involved? 

Generally, it will be the Executive Management team involved in assisting the rating agency to 

collect the needed data. Support staff in the head office in the Operations, Technology, Market 

Research, and Human Resources (HR) Departments will also likely be involved. The Board should 

also be heavily involved in the presentation of the findings.  

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

A social rating is best for cases in which MFIs want to have their SP evaluated by an external 

body, and the results presented in an easily readable and comparable format for key 

stakeholders, such as investors, donors, and government agencies. Social ratings do not need to 

be done every year. The frequency depends on the extent to which the institution makes 

changes related to SPM that they want reflected in a new rating. Note: the social rating can be 

done simultaneously in conjunction with a financial rating from the same agency to save time 

and resources. Additionally, social raters constantly update their tools to include new industry 

standards (e.g., Client Protection Certification and the Universal Standards for SPM). Social 

raters can evaluate these standards during the course of a social rating. 

 

Tips for Common Issues/Concerns and FAQs 

(Please see the same section in Module 6A – Social Audit. Many of the same issues pertain to 

social rating – especially around the difference between social audit and social rating.)  

� Q: Among the various social rating agencies, which approach should I choose? 

� A: We do not endorse one agency over another. All rating agencies cover the same six basic 

SP framework areas of SPTF, MIX, and the Smart Campaign.  There are also “Consumer 

Reports” on Microfinanza, MicroRate, and Planet Rating that discuss costs, strengths and 

weaknesses. Talk to your peers who have used these agencies, as well.  

 

In terms of geographic coverage, M-CRIL’s base is South Asia (India) but has conducted social 

rating in 10+ countries throughout the world. Microfinanza Rating has seven offices 

throughout the world and has conducted social ratings in 40 countries. MicroRate has offices 

in the U.S., Peru, and Morocco, with its largest presence Latin America & the Caribbean, and 

has conducted social rating in 20+ countries. Planet Rating has six offices throughout the 

world and has completed social ratings in 35+ countries.  
 

� Q: I am a bit confused by the family structure of some of the rating agencies. One of the 

family companies does rating and the other provides other services such as technical 

assistance and social audit. Can you explain the differences?  

� A: See below for details by company: 
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• M-CRIL is part of the EDA Group Companies, where M-CRIL provides social rating and 

EDA Rural, M-CRIL’s parent organization, provides social audits/assessments using a 

similar methodology as M-CRIL (but without a score and adding in recommendations, 

etc.) EDA Rural also provides technical assistance (TA) on social performance beyond the 

assessment and conducts impact studies and assistance in tracking poverty outreach.  

• Planet Rating (PR) is part of the PlaNet Finance Group family of companies and provides 

social rating services. PR became a private independent rating firm in June 2005, after 

spinning off from its parent organization, NGO PlaNet Finance. PR’s sister organization, 

PlaNet Finance Advisory Services, provides social assessments and technical assistance 

for implementing SP related solutions. PlaNet Finance Advisory Services and Planet 

Rating are two distinct legal entities, operating in a strictly independent manner. 

• Microfinanza Rating provides social ratings and social assessments, under the direction 

of a specialized social rating department. Microfinanza Srl is a consulting company that 

offers technical assistance in the field of social performance management and client 

protection. Microfinanza Srl shares a common history with Microfinanza Rating; 

however, the ownership structure of the two companies is now completely separate. 

• MicroRate provides only social ratings and does not conduct social audit/assessments. 

• CERISE, MicroSave and GRI (from Module 6A - Social Audit) do not provide social rating 

services.  

 

� Q: How long does a social rating take? 

� A: Generally, the auditors will be on the ground for up to one week (a field component 

generally adds another week). The final report is typically delivered within six weeks. Overall, 

the process is generally longer than a social audit.  

 

� Q: What does a social rating cost and is there financial support available for conducting 

these? 

A: A social rating generally costs $5,000-14,000 (or more if conducting the field component). 

The rating agencies will give a discount for conducting a joint financial and social rating at the 

same time. Others also provide discounts if the MFI commits to multiple year ratings with the 

agency. Overall, the cost is higher than a social audit.  

 

Until 2012, many social ratings were either partially or fully subsidized by the Rating Initiative 

and the Rating II Fund (Latin America & the Caribbean only). Now, many investors directly 

support social and financial rating.  

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance
40

 

Organizations 

� M-CRIL, Alok Misra, alokmisra@m-cril.com   

• Social Rating Overview of MFIs 

• M-CRIL Social Rating (flyer) 

• Rating Report Examples: AMK Social Rating Report, BASIX Social Rating Report, SEF Social 

Rating Report 

                                                 
40

 Please note that resources cited in the resources section of Module 6A-Social Audits are likely relevant 

for this section on social ratings as well.    
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� Microfinanza Rating, Aldo Moauro aldo.moauro@microfinanzarating.com and Social Rating 

Department, Lucia Spaggiari, lucia.spaggiari@microfinanzarating.com 

• MFR Social Rating Methodology, Consumer Protection and Social Responsibility, Poverty 

Outreach and Financial Exclusion, Governance and SPM 

• Rating Report Examples: Partner BiH SR Comprehensive, AgroInvest Azerbaijan SR 

Standard and Rating & Assessments Database. (Over 100 social ratings are available, half 

of which are available, if registered.)  

� MicroRate, Sebastian von Stauffenberg, Sebastian@MicroRate.com  

• Social Performance Tools: Focus on Bolivia (USAID After Hours Seminar) 

• Rating Reports Examples: social rating of an MFI (Tunisia) and MFI Rating List DB (Over 90 

Social Rating Reports are available to download.)  

� Planet Rating, Emmanuelle Javoy, rating@planetrating.com 

• Rating Report Examples: Social Performance Rating Rating Reports DB. Well over 80 

social ratings are available, half of which are free if registered. 

 

General 

� Microfinance Gateway, Assessment Tools: Social Rating 

� Social Performance Task Force (SPTF)  

• User Reviews (Microfinanza, MicroRate, Planet Rating) 

• Rating Tools (overview) 

� SEEP Network, Social Performance Map, pp. 111-130  

 

Funding 

� African Microfinance Transparency (AMT) 

•  Rating Reports 
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MODULE 7. Tools for Assessing Clients 

Summary of General Concepts 

� Client data tools assess outcomes and changes at the client level. This includes changes to 

quality of life—such as food, security, and education—as well as changes to factors like 

business profits, business skills, and women’s empowerment. These tools can profile clients 

upon entry into the microfinance program, provide information on market segmentation, 

profile clients at exit, and track changes in poverty over time. Client assessment tools provide 

data that complement the MIX social indicators mentioned in Module 3.  

 

� Purpose: Assess social performance outcomes at the client level, including changes in 

poverty, quality of life indicators, and satisfaction. Client assessment tools allow MFIs to 

understand their clients and tailor their products and services to meet clients’ needs—they 

are valuable when used for decision making (Module 1).  

 

� Motivation: Who are our clients? How do our products and service affect them? How can we 

prove it to others? How can we improve our products and services? Are they satisfied?  

 

� Types:  

• Client quality of life (health & wealth): poverty assessment, participatory wealth ranking 

& food security surveys, etc.  Often quantitative in nature, requiring some level of 

statistical validity. Quality of life tools allow MFIs to assess their clients on certain 

quality of life aspects, such as poverty, and how they change over time.  

• Client feedback: client satisfaction surveys, exit surveys, focus groups, and other market 

research tools. Often qualitative in nature and can be carried out in a more informal 

manner than quality of life tools.  Client exit and satisfaction tools give MFIs a feedback 

mechanism to make improvements and avoid pitfalls. 

 

Examples 

� Client quality of life assessment tools – poverty assessment tool example:  

The Progress out of Poverty Index (PPI)41
 

• Is an easy to administer, country-specific scorecard with 10 indicators (such as family 

size and access to drinking water), that estimates the likelihood that a household will fall 

above or below various poverty lines. 

• Is both a measurement and a management tool that can help to:  

- target the poor and the poorest for products and services; 

- measure the change in poverty levels of their target population(s); 

- use the data, together with other client data, to influence decision-making. 

• Allows organizations to respond to their clients’ needs better by assessing the change in 

poverty status over time and across various programs.  

• There are currently 43 PPI scorecards, with six new/revised scorecards in the pipeline.  

• MFI Example: Fonkoze-Haiti uses the PPI in several ways, including: 

- to help make decisions about product and service offerings;  

                                                 
41

 Developed by the Grameen Foundation. http://progressoutofpoverty.org  
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- to track disaster-affected clients’ recovery over time. 

• Below is an example of a PPI scorecard and accompanying look-up table based on the 

Philippines PPI. Based on a score of 26, the estimated likelihood that the household falls 

below the national poverty line is 68.5%, as seen in the PPI lookup table below. 

 

PPI Sample Scorecard Survey Example - Philippines 
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� Client Feedback Example: Client Exit Interview

• Did you experience problems with eith

- Your loan officer or other staff?

- Your group members?

•  During your time with the 

- Grow significantly 

- Grow a little 

- Stay the same 

 

Why Is Client Assessment Important?

To manage social performance (SP), you must set

tools assist MFIs in measuring their progress toward those targets. 

progress toward these targets without using client assessment tools.

 

� Client quality of life assessment tools can: 

• Measure the relative or absolute poverty level of clients (or level of food security, 

health, etc.); 

• Profile clients at entry and exit

• Track changes over time

• Target clients & place them

 

� Client feedback tools can help: 

• Reveal why clients join/leave and use/

• Reveal client needs; 

• Improve products, services, and delivery 

meet client needs. 

 

Who Should Be Involved? 

There are three basic steps for using these tools

tracking and decision-making. However, the board and executive 

what type of client assessment data they want to track and then decide on the tool to use 

how it will be collected (i.e., part of routine operations or separate periodic 

the MIS or not, etc.).  

Resource Handbook     www.sptf.inf

Social Performance Task Force 
48 

 
Client Feedback Example: Client Exit Interview 

Did you experience problems with either of the following: 

Your loan officer or other staff?  Explain:____________ 

Your group members?  Explain:____________________ 

During your time with the institution, did your business...? 

mportant? 

To manage social performance (SP), you must set social targets (Module 1). Client assessment 

in measuring their progress toward those targets. MFIs cannot track 

progress toward these targets without using client assessment tools. 

Client quality of life assessment tools can:  

Measure the relative or absolute poverty level of clients (or level of food security, 

Profile clients at entry and exit; 

Track changes over time; 

place them into programs (financial and non-financial). 

Client feedback tools can help:  

why clients join/leave and use/do not use the program; 

mprove products, services, and delivery to reduce client exit, improve satisfaction, and 

There are three basic steps for using these tools – i) collection, ii) data entry & reporting,

However, the board and executive team will first need to decide 

what type of client assessment data they want to track and then decide on the tool to use 

i.e., part of routine operations or separate periodic survey, integrated in 

www.sptf.info 

. Client assessment 

cannot track their 

Measure the relative or absolute poverty level of clients (or level of food security, 

to reduce client exit, improve satisfaction, and 

tion, ii) data entry & reporting, iii) 

team will first need to decide 

what type of client assessment data they want to track and then decide on the tool to use and 

survey, integrated in 
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� For the first ongoing step–collecting: If you are a small or new MFI, then your field staff will 

likely be the ones who collect the data, either at the time of client entry (e.g., loan 

application) and exit or on a periodic basis. (NOTE: it is best practice to use someone besides 

the loan officer to collect social information.) Some MFIs have SP departments and/or market 

research departments who can collect these data while other MFIs hire third parties.  

 

� For data entry and analysis: The indicators can be tracked in your information system or you 

can keep the results and analysis separate (in a spreadsheet or Access database, for 

example). Either way, it is good to involve your IT department head. The IT team or the 

market research team can provide the data results, reports and analysis.    

 

� For tracking and decision-making: Everyone (i.e., staff from all levels and Board members), 

should be involved in some way. The executive management team and Board should consult 

the assessments to help in strategic decision-making annually and tactical decision-making on 

a more frequent basis. Making reports available at all levels, even at the branch or loan 

officer level, can help staff members understand how their actions can affect the desired 

social outcomes of the MFI. Some MFIs create performance measures and incentives around 

such client assessment data, such as client retention and targeting of the poor for new 

clients. 

 

When Should We Get Involved? 

� Some potential uses of client assessment tools are to:  

• Track performance against targets. 

• Signal early warnings: When you interact directly with clients, they will speak about the 

problems they have with products. Furthermore, when aggregate data is present on a 

group of clients, negative trends that need attention can be identified. 

• Segment the portfolio: Involves breaking down performance to examine differences by 

client group, loan officers or regions. Such segmentation improves understanding of 

different markets and allows for targeted responses to specific problems or 

opportunities – for example, helping identify and understand the profile of clients with 

the highest exit rates. 

• Help clients and staff reflect on changes in clients’ lives over time. 

• Analyze clients’ use of services: Are the services appropriate to clients’ needs? By 

monitoring this, an MFI can improve the quality of services provided. 

• Report internally and externally on client outcomes. 

 

� Typically quality of life assessment tools are used and tracked no more than once a year, as 

the aspects tracked do not change quickly. They are tracked at a beginning point (e.g., at 

point of joining) and maybe be subsequently tracked every year, every few loan cycles, or at 

exit to check progress. 

 

� Client feedback tools can be tracked more frequently, such as quarterly. Client exit data are 

best collected close to the moment of exit and therefore should be carried out on an ongoing 

basis. These tools can also be used on an ‘as-needed’ basis if critical situations arise. For 

example, if delinquencies at Branch A have spiked in the last three months, the MFI can use a 

satisfaction survey or client focus groups to find out why the delinquencies are occurring.  
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FAQs 

� Q: Which tool sub-category to choose? Quality of life tools (poverty, food, health)? Or client 

feedback tools?  

� A: Before you start choosing client assessment tools, re-examine your mission, field 

operations realties, and your capacity and resources. Your mission is the reference for 

selecting the tools that will fit your MFI best.  

 

We caution against creating your own quality of life tool because most of the tools in 

existence today have been validated through many years of usage and academic rigor and 

validation. There are many pitfalls in collecting the wrong data, asking the wrong/incorrectly 

worded questions. Many of the organizations that support these tools can provide technical 

assistance if difficulties arise. 

 

All MFIs, however, should use client feedback tools to some extent. The main question is not, 

“Should an MFI collect client feedback?” but rather, “How does it collect feedback?” Larger 

MFIs with market research departments and survey companies can conduct company-wide 

quarterly or annual client satisfaction surveys. For smaller MFIs, client feedback may entail 

less formal means, such as using focus groups that cover a smaller sample of the client base, 

and can be conducted by field staff. Regardless of level and intensity, all MFIs should collect 

customer feedback on a regular basis. Here too, you can create your own client satisfaction 

tools or client exit surveys. There is less of a danger of invalid results than with quality of life 

tools, but make sure those collecting the data know how to collect without unduly influencing 

the feedback. We recommend using one of the many available tools (often free) and tailor 

the tool to your needs by adding, modifying or deleting questions.  

 

� Q: Once I know what kind of tool (sub-category) I need, how do I know which one to choose? 

There are so many! 

� A: As with audits and ratings, we cannot recommend one tool over the other within sub-

groups, such as poverty assessment. What is most important is that you choose only one tool 

per sub-group and use it consistently to avoid overwhelming your staff. 

 

At the end of this chapter, we have provided links to the major tools used in each sub-

category. Many of the quality of life tools are only valid for certain geographies, so check with 

the relevant support organization before using the tool. Two poverty assessment tools, PPI 

and USAID PAT42, have consumer reports available, and are the most widely used poverty 

assessment tools. 

 

� Q: What is the difference between data/indicators collected for MIX and what the client 

assessment tools collect?  

� A: Keep in mind that MIX indicators generally track process indicators and output results 

indicators (see Module 1 to review indicator types). Client assessment indicators are mostly 

output and outcome results indicators and generally require extra steps and activities that 

cannot be tracked as easily in your information system.  

 

� Q: Are the quality of life tools measuring impact? 

                                                 
42

 USAID Poverty Assessment Tool (PAT) 
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� A: No – these tools are not impact studies. The main difference is that the quality of life tools 

are better used to help make internal business decisions (e.g., targeting, product 

development, non-financial services provision, and risk management). Quality of life data, or 

poverty related data, can be used to track changes over time, but not to attribute a change in 

the indicator to the activities of the MFI. This type of attribution requires a higher level of 

analysis such as an impact study, but impact studies are frequently prohibitively expensive for 

an MFI, and require a level of econometric expertise typically found only within research 

institutions.  

 

� Q: How complicated, costly and resource hungry are these various tools? 

� A: Any client assessment tool is going to cost you in financial and human resource terms. 

Much of the cost will be simply in setting it up in your operations and systems and training 

your staff on how to use it. The incremental on-going cost, hopefully, will be minimal.  

One way to make the process of client assessment more efficient is to combine the different 

sub-categories of tools into one activity. For example, many MFIs that use the PPI combine 

the PPI questionnaire with their annual customer satisfaction survey, or include the PPI 

indicators on their membership or loan application forms. This integration can be done with 

other tools as well, such as food security or education, minimizing staff and client time.  

 

The number of clients you survey (e.g., sample vs. census) is entirely up to you, and will 

depend on your goals for the assessment and resources available. For example, many MFIs 

collect quality of life data on all clients at entry, then follow a sample over time. Most quality 

of life tools will provide guidance on the proper way of selecting a sample.  

 

For both quality of life and client feedback tools, we recommend you take a long-term view 

of these tools and their results. If they are viewed only as cost centers, they will likely become 

a nuisance to you and your staff. Remember that the information these tools will provide can 

help to cut costs and increase revenue in the long run by reducing PAR, increasing client 

retention, and improving your ability to attract new clients, all of which result from designing 

products and services better suited to client needs.  

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance
43

 

General 

� SEEP Network, Poverty Outreach Working Group (POWG) (or on the SEEP Community), Jan 

Maes, janpmaes@yahoo.com 

• Learning from Clients - Assessment Tools for Microfinance Practitioners (SEEP AIMS 

Tools) and Technical Note – Listening to Clients: Tools for Assessing the Financial Service 

Needs and Preferences for the Poor 

• Why Client Assessment Matters, The Road to Client Assessment: Travel Tips (Paper) and 

Client Assessment Lessons Learned 

• Analysis of Client Assessment Data (or here) 

• Case Study Examples: Institutionalizing Client Assessment: The Activists for Social 

Alternatives – India and How Client Assessment is Making a Difference at CRECER 

(Bolivia) 
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 If you are interested in other Quality of Life Assessment tools, including gender, please see the 

Resource Supplement in the Supplement (page 58). Impact study resources are also covered.  
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� Imp-Act Consortium 

• SPM Resource Centre: Using client feedback, Market research, Product design, Service 

delivery, Customer service 

• QUIP: Understanding clients through in-depth interviews-Practice Note 2 (Spanish), 

Planning research to assess social performance-Practice Note 6 (Spanish), and Tracking 

client performance-Practice Note 7 (Spanish) 

• Development of a Client Assessment and Monitoring System or “Social Ledger” (Case 

Study – Ethiopia) 

� Microfinance Centre (MFC), Improving Cost-Effectiveness of Exploratory Practitioner-Led 

Research: Key Factors to Consider When Selecting Tools 

� Microfinance Gateway, Assessment Tools: Client Conditions & Poverty 

� MicroSave, Client-Focused Microfinance: A Review of Information Sources and The Feedback 

Loop: A Process for Enhancing Responsiveness to Clients 

 

Client Quality of Life Assessment Tools - Poverty
44,45

  

General 

� Social Performance Task Force (SPTF) 

• Poverty Assessment Tools 

• User Reviews of SP Tools (GF PPI and USAID PAT) 

� SEEP Network, Social Performance Map, pp. 150-155 and pp. 163-179 and pp. 180 – 185  

� USAID 

• MicroLinks, Poverty Tools and Review of Poverty Assessment Tools 

• Microfinance and Enterprise Development: Effective Tools to Eradicate Poverty?   

• BRAC | Case Study 

� Imp-Act Consortium  

• Microfinance and Poverty: Developing Systems for Monitoring Depth of Poverty 

Outreach and Impact and Integrating Poverty Assessment into Client Assessment 

• Poverty Assessment Case Studies (SPM Resource Centre) 

� MFC, Scoring Change, Prizma's Approach to Assessing Poverty 

 

Poverty Assessment Tools 

� Grameen Foundation, Progress out of Poverty Index (PPI), Steve Wright, Director, Social 

Performance Management Center, swright@grameenfoundation.org and PPI Blog 

• Grameen Foundation - A Vision for Social Performance Management 

• What is the PPI?  

• PPI Training Toolkit including the PPI Pilot Training - Participant Guide 

• PPI Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) 

• Tools: PPI Tools by Country, Using the PPI 

• PPI Case Studies & Papers 

• PPI Technical Assistance Providers 

� EDA (PPI, Gender, Microenterprise Development), Frances Sinha, 

francessinha@edarural.com  

�  Microfinanza (PPI), Lucia Spaggiari, Social Rating Director, 

lucia.spaggiari@Microfinanzarating.com 

                                                 
44

 http://www.microfinancegateway.org/p/site/m/template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.9234/ 
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 Though not widely used currently, you can also refer to the CGAP Poverty Assessment Tool.  
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� MicroSave (PPI and Market Research), Jesila Ledesma, jesila@microsave.net  

� IRIS Center at the University of Maryland, USAID Poverty Assessment Tool (PAT), Brian Beard, 

Lead Trainer and Help Desk Facilitator, bbeard@iris.umd.edu or join the e-mail listserv at 

https://listserv.umd.edu/cgi-bin/wa.  

• Using USAID Poverty Assessment Tools- Self-Study Training – and Tool Implementation 

Training Materials 

• PAT Tools and Data Entry Templates (by country) and Manual for the Implementation of 

USAID Poverty Assessment Tools 

• PAT Frequently Asked Questions or Poverty and Poverty Lines: Frequently Asked 

Questions (pdf) 

• PAT Implementation Process and Sample Implementation Plan 

• Tool Development and Project Documents (Library) 

� FINCA Client Assessment tool (FCAT), Katie Torrington, Katie.Torrington@finca.org. FINCA 

includes more than just poverty indicators (such as health, etc.) and includes client feedback 

tools such as customer satisfaction and retention.46  

• 2009 FINCA Client Assessment Tool 

• Microfinance and Social Performance: How FINCA Used a Client Assessment Tool To 

Identify Mission Drift  

� Housing Index. The Housing Index uses the structure of the house to differentiate between 

economic levels of households and identify those who are poor. This index is generally 

simpler to track. Example: Cashpor (India) 

� Means Test. The means test involves the use of a very simplified household survey to 

determine poverty levels of households-generally created in-house by the MFIs. Examples: 

Grameen Bank (Bangladesh)  

� Participatory Wealth Ranking (PWR). The PWR relies on criteria that communities define 

themselves. In other words, PWR is a qualitative method of tracking poverty (versus the more 

quantitative methods mentioned here). PWR can actually complement and confirm the 

results of the more quantitative methods. Example: SEF (South Africa) – Study 1 and Study 2 

 

Client Feedback Tools 

General 

� Imp-Act Consortium  

• The Feedback Loop-Practice Note 1 (Spanish) 

• SPM Resource Network, Client Service/Retention Case Studies and Product 

Development Case Studies  

� MFC, Institutionalizing Market Intelligence: An Important Step to Becoming a Client-Focused 

MFI (Case Study – Armenia) 

 

Market Research Tools and Resources 

� MicroSave (Sampling) 

• Market Research for Microfinance - Toolkit and Quantitative Market Research Manual 

for MFIs 

• The Systematic Product Development Process 

• Product Development Booklet (OPE Series) 
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 Note the PAT and PPI are available for any MFI to adopt as long as there is a tool for the relevant 

country. To use FCAT, an MFI must be a partner of FINCA.  
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• Market Research for Microfinance: Beyond Product Development and “Market Research 

for MicroFinance” – 7 Cautions and a Recommendation 

� Microfinance Opportunities 

• Listening to Clients: How to Better Serve Your Customers 

• Market Research for Microfinance: Detecting the Needs Beyond the Numbers 

• Guidelines for Market Research on the Demand for Microinsurance  

� CGAP, Product Development for Microfinance (Training and Manual) 

� ACCION, Microenterprise Best Practices (MBP) Guide to New Product Development 

� MFC, Entering New Markets: How Market Research Can Inform Product Development (Case 

Study – Armenia) 

� Microfinance Council of the Philippines (MCPI), Documentation of Product Development 

Processes in Selected MFIs – Integrative Report (Case Studies – Philippines) 

 

Client Exit/Drop-outs/Retention 

� SEEP Network, SEEP AIMS Tool, Chapter 5/Tool 2: Client Exit Survey and Getting a Handle on 

Client Retention 

� ACCION, Improving and Monitoring Customer Retention 

� Imp-Act Consortium, Learning from Client Exit-Practice Note 3 (Spanish) 

� MicroSave, Dropouts and Graduates: What Do They Mean for Microfinance Institutions? And 

Several regional papers (East Africa) on client drop-outs 

� MFC 

• Client Desertion - a Microfinance Plague: How to Diagnose It Successfully? 

• Beyond Numbers: Prizma's Exit Monitoring System (Case Study) 

• Promoting Client-focused Organization - Partner's Exit Monitoring System 

 

Customer Satisfaction 

� SEEP AIMS Tool, Chapter 7/Tool 4: Client Satisfaction Tool 

� MFC 

• Counting (On)Your Prospective Clients: Guiding Principles in Measuring Microfinance 

Client Satisfaction and Loyalty 

• Cost-effective Client Assessment in a Small Microfinance Institution: The Experience of 

DEMOS in Croatia (Case Study) 



SPTF Online Training Course – Resource Handbook     www.sptf.info 

 

 

Social Performance Task Force 
 55 

MODULE 8. Universal Standards for SPM & Resources for SPM 

Summary of General Concepts 

The SPTF Universal Standards for Social Performance Management (“the Standards”) are a set of 

management standards for microfinance institutions (MFIs) with a double or triple bottom line.  

Developed through broad industry consultation, the Standards establish clear requirements for 

the policies, procedures, and operations that an MFI should have in place in order to achieve its 

social goals. The Standards are called “universal” because they include only the fundamental, 

not aspirational, requirements for MFIs that want to manage their social performance.   

 

The Standards are organized into the following six categories: 

1. Define and Monitor Target Clients and Social Goals 

2. Ensure Board, Management, and Employee Commitment to Social Performance 

3. Protect Clients’ Rights 

4. Design Products, Services, Delivery Models and Channels That Respond to Clients’ Needs 

and Preferences  

5. Treat Employees Responsibly  

6. Balance Social and Financial Returns 

 

� Six Categories of Standards47 

1) Define and Monitor Target Clients and Social Goals: Requires that an institution has 

clearly defined social goals (not just a social mission) and has defined its target clients, 

and that it has in place a monitoring system for tracking progress toward its social 

goals. 

2) Ensure Board, Management, and Employee Commitment to SP: Requires that the Board 

is fully committed to the management of SP,48 and that it takes an active role in that 

management. Likewise, managers review SP data on a regular basis and take them into 

consideration when making strategic decisions. For other employees, they understand 

their specific role related to social performance and the institution evaluates them 

based on their social performance related duties. 

3) Protect Clients’ Rights: Requires the institution to meet the minimum standards for 

certification established by the Smart Campaign (Module 4). 

4) Design Products, Services, Delivery Models and Channels That Respond to Clients’ Needs 

and Preferences: Requires institutions to understand clients’ needs through careful 

monitoring, and base products and services on client-level information.  

5) Treat Employees Responsibly: Requires transparent human resources policies that 

protect staff. 

6) Balance Social and Financial Returns: Provides guidelines for responsible returns, 

growth, and efficiency. Requires institutions to consider how these three aspects of 

financial performance impact social performance—and, more specifically, the client. 

  

                                                 
47

 The actual standards within each category are not shown here, as they are under development.  
48

 Social Performance (SP) 
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� Status:  

• Currently, the SPTF is hosting several working groups to develop the draft Standards 

further. Input from the industry is extensive. 

• In April/May 2012, the SPTF will hold a second public comment period during which, it 

will ask members to comment on the latest draft of the standards, as well as their 

associated indicators and benchmarks.  

 

� How the Standards should be used by MFIs: 

MFIs should use the Standards to guide their strategies for achieving stronger social 

performance management and to self-regulate their social performance.  

 

� How the Standards should be used by other stakeholders: 

Investors and donors can use the Standards to understand an MFI’s SPM practices relative to 

generally accepted good practices. This may help investors and donors to direct their funds 

toward MFIs with strong SPM, and to identify SPM capacity building needs among investees.  

 

Social raters and social auditors already use many of the individual standards in their 

assessments, but they may begin to assess compliance with the entire set of standards as part of 

the rating and auditing processes. 

 

Networks and associations can use the Standards as a tool to assess the social performance of 

partner MFIs and to make critical decisions about capacity building, partnership agreements, 

and funding. 

 

Examples 

Section 2: Ensure Board, Management, and Employee Commitment to Social Performance 

Standard  Rationale Diagnostic Indicators 

Members of the Board 

of Directors are 

committed to the 

institution's social 

mission. 

As the ultimate 

strategy-setting 

body for the 

institution, the 

Board must be fully 

committed to 

achieving the 

institution’s social 

mission.  

 

• Each Board member is required to sign a 

document expressing commitment to the 

institution’s social mission.  

• The institution’s Code of Ethics applies to 

the Board of Directors. It includes a conflict 

of interest policy. Each member is required 

to commit to uphold the Code. 

• Each Board member receives a social 

performance orientation upon joining the 

board. 

 

Each standard is listed with its “rationale” and several “diagnostic indicators.” The standard is a 

general description of what is expected of the MFI. The rationale describes why it is important 

to achieve the standard. The diagnostic indicators assess whether an MFI has implemented the 

standard.   

 

FAQs 

� Q: Why were the Standards created?  
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� A: The Standards respond to practitioner demand that the Task Force provide guidance on 

what good SPM looks like in an organization and how to achieve good SPM practices.  The 

Standards highlight distinguishing factors between a well performing and poorly performing 

double bottom-line organization. In other words, the Standards set out a framework to 

distinguish between an organization that protects its clients and is likely to achieve its social 

goals and one that is not.  

 

� Q: Why do the Standards address management practices rather than social outcomes?   

� A: Good management practices make an institution more likely to deliver on desired 

outcomes.  Yet, many MFIs with a declared social mission are not delivering on their desired 

social outcomes.  In fact, recent and spectacular failures in the microfinance industry have 

demonstrated that some MFIs are harming their clients.  This points to a deeply flawed 

approach to management.  For two decades, microfinance institutions have let financial 

ratios drive their institutions and determine their definition of success.  MFIs with a social 

mission must completely restructure how they manage their operations, making not only 

financial results, but also client needs, preferences, and outcomes drive their strategic 

decisions and define how they measure success.  The Standards set the management 

framework needed to achieve good social performance: have clear target clients and 

measurable social goals; ensure board and management commitment to social 

performance; protect clients’ rights; understand clients’ needs; treat staff responsibly; and 

strike a balance between social and financial returns. 

 

The Standards do not yet establish criteria for client-level outcomes because of insufficient 

data on which to base them.  The Standards do, however, set expectations for MFIs to put 

systems in place to collect and analyze client level data.  As our understanding of social 

performance deepens, the development of standards for achievement of social outcomes 

may become possible.  

 

� Q: Is compliance mandatory?  

� A: No. Compliance with the Standards is not mandatory and the document itself offers no 

grading or certification system, only guidance.  

 

Resources for More Information and Assistance 

� Social Performance Task Force (SPTF), Amelia Greenberg, ameliagreenberg@sptf.info 

• Universal SP Standards for SPM link and Draft SPTF Universal Standards for Social 

Performance Management (Word or PPT) 

• SP Standards Working Groups 

• Main themes and quotes from Task Force Member Feedback on the Proposed 

“Universal Standards for Social Performance” 

• Is Microfinance Ready for Social Performance Certification? (After Hours-MicroLinks – 

also covers Smart Campaign and the Seal of Excellence) 
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SUPPLEMENT: Client Assessment Tools  

This supplement discusses client assessment tools that are not covered in the SPTF Online 

Training Course. 

 

Gender Assessment Tools
 49 

Gender is an extremely important issue in microfinance for two reasons: 1) the majority of 

microfinance clients are women, and 2) women are often disadvantaged in many ways when it 

comes to financial services access and financial empowerment. Unfortunately, there are not 

necessarily industry-adopted tools, like the PPI or PAT, to track outcomes. There are some 

impact assessments that focus on gender (e.g., FAI, Female Empowerment: Impact of a 

Commitment Savings Product in the Philippines, 2008) and resource organizations and groups 

who could share ideas and resources or help your MFI develop a gender assessment tool:  

 

• The website GenFinance (and e-mail listserv) is a community of practitioners and 

resource organizations who focus on gender in microfinance. You can find resources at 

this site, such as the Sustainable Microfinance for Women’s Empowerment - Strategy 

Checklists, or share your questions, ideas and comments with peers on the listserv.  
• Women’s World Banking (WWB). WWB chairs the SPTF Working Group on Gender. 

Please contact Janiece Greene for more information at jgreene@swwb.org.  

� What Control Groups Can't Tell You: Microfinance and Women's Empowerment 

(MicroLinks Afterhours) 

• EDA-Rural. EDA has done extensive work on assisting MFIs to focus on gender-related 

issues. You can contact Frances Sinha for more information at 

francessinha@edarural.com.  

• SEEP Gender Working Group (or SEEP Community). If your MFI is a member of SEEP, you 

can join the Gender Working Group to share ideas with your peers.  

• Other resources 

� Imp-Act Consortium, Gender Case Studies (SPM Resource Centre) 

� The USAID PAT can take gender into account: Gender Sensitivity Presentation and 

Gender Handout   

� IFAD, Gender and rural microfinance: Reaching and empowering women: Guide for 

practitioners, pp. 57-71 

� CRS-MISION, Gender Audit (in Spanish) 

 

Other client quality of life assessment tools 

Beyond poverty assessment, there are quality of life assessment tools on the following topics 

(but not limited to): youth, education, job creation/microenterprise development, 

health/nutrition, food security, civic involvement/empowerment, and the environment.  

 

If you are interested in such client assessments (especially if your mission calls for it), we suggest 

that you look to the experts in such fields (e.g., community health/public health or even your 

local academic institution to help) and consider partnering with experts instead of going it alone.  

                                                 
49

 EDA and MicroSave, mentioned in Social Audits – Module 6A, both provide gender assessments as well.  
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A good place to start might also be one of the larger multi-lateral development agencies and 

their websites, such as World Bank or the United Nations; national development organizations, 

such as DFID or USAID; or large donors, such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation or the Ford 

Foundation, as they all cover much more than just microfinance/economic development. 

Certain international development organizations, such as Oxfam, Save the Children, and Care 

International, not only focus on microfinance but also cover many other development issues, 

such as education and health (and can provide financial and technical assistance to MFIs). The 

Directory of Development Organizations might also help point you to organizations you can 

contact or partner with. Below are a few specialized organizations in microfinance that have 

programs on some of the aforementioned topics and can provide assistance to MFIs:  

 

• Freedom from Hunger has a special program on education, health and nutrition (Credit 

with Education) integrated into their microfinance program. FFH has also developed a 

Food Security Survey.  

� Market Research for Microfinance and Health Protection: A Technical Guide for MFIs 

• Microfinance Opportunities specializes in financial education and literacy.  

� Market Research for Financial Education 

• Making Cents assists MFIs in serving youth.  

� MicroLinks’s Youth page also has many resources 

• Water.org aids MFIs in addressing health and sanitation issues.  

• Green Microfinance works with MFIs to address environmental issues and designing 

appropriate products.   

o Also refer to CEBS, Measuring the Environmental Performance of Microfinance 

• ACDI/VOCA is a specialist in microenterprise development, especially in rural areas.  

• FHI360 coordinates the Livelihood & Food Security Technical Assistance Project (LIFT) 

for USAID. 

• SEEP Network Working Groups:  

� Health and Microenterprise Development Working Group 

� Youth and Financial Services Working Group (or SEEP Community) 

� Reaching Vulnerable Populations 

 

Impact Studies 

As mentioned in the main handbook above, we have chosen not to cover impact 

assessments/studies in the main body of this module. (The topic could take up an entire 

companion guide itself.) We have tried to provide resources below for you to explore if you are 

interested or need to learn more because a donor has requested one, etc. Remember; please do 

seek out the appropriate expertise if you want to take on an impact assessment.  

 

General 

• SEEP 

� Social Performance Map, pp. 155-156 and pp. 174-179 

� SEEP AIMS Tool, Chapter 4/Tool 1: Impact Survey 

• CGAP/World Bank  

� Measuring Changes in Client Lives through Microfinance: Contributions of Different 

Approaches 

� World Bank Database on Impact Assessments 

• Financial Access Initiative  
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� An Introduction to Impact Evaluations with Randomized Designs and Expanding 

Credit Access: Using Randomized Supply Decisions to Estimate the Impacts 

� Impact of Credit: How to Measure Impact and Improve Operations Too 

� The Impact of Microfinance: A Review of Methodological Issues 

• IDS/Imp-Act Consortium 

� A Review of Impact Assessment Tools 

� Issues in Designing Effective Microfinance Impact Assessment Systems 

� Institutionalizing Impact Assessment: Case Study on the Philippines (Case Study) 

� Impact Assessment Methodologies for Microfinance 

� Using surveys effectively-Practice Note 4 (Spanish) 

• Yale University, The Impact of Microfinance: A Review of Methodological Issues and 

Impact Evaluation for Microfinance 

• USAID, Common Problems in Impact Assessment Research (DAI), Collecting and Using 

Data for Impact Assessment, and Impact Assessment (Discussion Transcript – Speaker’s 

Corner) 

 
Impact Assessment Examples

50,51 This is only a sampling which is in no way comprehensive 

and should not be interpreted as a selection of the “best” examples. The 2009 IFMR impact 

assessment below is probably one of the most discussed assessments to-date.  

• Innovations in Poverty Action, Impact of microcredit in rural areas of Morocco: Evidence 

from a Randomized Evaluation (2011) 

• DAI/FSD, Group Savings And Loans Associations: Impact Study (Kenya – 2010) 

• WWB, The Impact of Microfinance on Women and Economic Development: A Client 

Study (Columbia, 2010) 

• IFMR, MIT, Poverty Actions Lab, The Impacts of Microfinance: A Randomized Evaluation 

of Spandana's Program in Hyderabad (India, 2009 – Presentation or paper) 
• FAI, The Impact of Microcredit on the Poor in Bangladesh: Revisiting the Evidence (2009) 
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 A recommended list was provided by Mark Schreiner on MFP Listserv: 

http://finance.groups.yahoo.com/group/MicrofinancePractice/message/10734  
51

 You can enter the search term “impact assessment” in the Microfinance Gateway Library to access 

several more examples of impact assessments across the world from as early as the mid-1990s.  


