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Acronyms
CBT	 Community Based Trainer

CI	 CARE International

DAC	 Development Assistance Committee

DHS	 Demographic and Health Surveys

DM&E	 Design Monitoring and Evaluation

M&E	 Monitoring and Evaluation

MEL	 Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning

MIS	 Management Information System

OECD	� Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development 

RCT	 Randomized Control Trial

SAVIX	 Savings Group Information Exchange

SDG	 Sustainable Development Goal

TOC	 Theory of Change

UN	 United Nations

VA	 Village Agent

VSLA	 Village Saving and Loan Association

At CARE, we believe that 
robust MEL systems 
are the backbone of 
impactful programming.
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Foreword
It is with great pride and optimism that I present this com-
prehensive guide to Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning 
(MEL) for Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs). 
For our team, this manual is more than just a technical re-
source, it is a testament to our shared commitment to learn-
ing, accountability, and the empowerment of communities 
across the globe.

At CARE, we believe that robust MEL systems are the back-
bone of impactful programming. They enable us to ask not 
only “what works,” but also “why” and “how,” fostering a 
culture of inquiry, transparency, and continuous improve-
ment. Through thoughtful monitoring and evaluation, we 
ensure that our efforts are grounded in evidence, responsive 
to the needs of VSLA members, and adaptable to chang-
ing contexts.

This Guide is the result of collaboration and learning from 
countless practitioners, partners, and community savings 
group members. It distills years of experience into practical 
tools and approaches that support frontline staff, research-
ers, MEL teams, and program managers alike. Whether you 
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are designing a new initiative, mentoring a VSLA group, or 
reflecting on lessons learned, I hope you find in these pages 
the guidance you need to serve VSLA members as they lift 
themselves and their families out of poverty.

Most importantly, this Guide centers the voices and expe-
riences of VSLA members. Their resilience, ingenuity, and 
leadership are at the heart of every success. By investing 
in strong MEL systems, we honor their journeys and ensure 
that our programs remain accountable to those we serve.

Our team extends its deepest gratitude to Abdoul Karim 
Coulibaly, our MEL Director, and Elisabeth Farmer, the con-
sultant on this piece, along with everyone who contributed 
to this manual—especially our colleagues in the field whose 
insights and dedication make our collective impact possi-
ble. May this Guide support your work, spark new ideas, 
and strengthen our shared mission to defeat poverty and 
advance economic growth for all.

VIDHYA SRIRAM
Sr. Director, Global VSLA Team, CAR
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Introduction
A well-functioning MEL system fosters accountability, trans-
parency, and continuous learning. It enables us to track 
progress towards our ambitious goals and ensure the pro-
gram has a lasting, positive impact on the lives of millions. 
But a strong and healthy MEL system goes beyond simply 
measuring success. It goes deeper, asking critical questions 
about “why” and “how.” It probes deeper into the reasons 
behind both progress and disappointing results, fostering an 
environment where project staff at every level are learning 
from the data being collected. It allows us to understand the 
factors driving progress in specific contexts, and to identify 
areas where interventions may need adjustment. 

This document serves as a guide for VSLA program im-
plementers, including those involved in design and quality 
assurance, with the aim to: 

•	 Support MEL teams in developing MEL plans that make 
sense for their program, with indicators that are feasible 
to measure and provide the key information needed for 
decision-making and reporting

•	 Facilitate the establishment of a practical yet rigorous 
measurement system, tailored to VSLA programming, 
that measures outputs, outcomes, and impacts

•	 Encourage a culture of inquiry, enabling stakeholders to 
understand the extent of an intervention’s success and 
areas for improvement

•	 Make data collection as simple as possible, and as 
useful as possible for quality assurance and manage-
ment, to promote learning, and to contribute to future 
program design

•	 Make monitoring as easy as possible for frontline staff, 
enabling them to monitor progress at VSLA level 

If you are reading this, you may be a Monitoring & Evalu-
ation (M&E) Team Lead or Officer, or a Project Manager, 
or a Financial Services Specialist, or a Community-based 
Trainer. Whatever your position is in a project, we have de-
signed this manual to be useful to you as you work with 
Village Savings and Lending Associations (VSLAs) in your 
projects. Specifically, this manual is designed to help build 
a well-functioning monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) 
system that serves a variety of purposes for a variety of 
team members:

•	 If you are a community-based trainer or other frontline 
staff member, the manual will help you better serve the 
communities that you’re working with, by helping you 
identify struggles, power dynamics, and other problem 
areas before they become crises. Our goal is to make 
data collection as simple as possible for frontline staff, 
and to help you make sense of the data that you’re col-
lecting so that you can learn from it and maximize pos-
itive impact.

•	 If you are a field manager, it will help you see where 
VSLAs are doing well and where they are struggling, so 
that you can see where community-based trainers may 
need additional support or oversight.

•	 If you are a manager or financial services specialist at 
the country office level, it will help you understand what is 
going on, whether the project is on track, what is working 
and not working, and where additional support might 
be needed.

•	 If you are an M&E manager, it will help you design moni-
toring systems and baseline and endline surveys to track 
the data that you and the rest of the team need, and to 
foster learning within the team.
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This manual is also designed to tie directly back to the 
VSLA training manual and support staff in tracking prog-
ress towards VSLA health, strength, and sustainability. In 
doing so, the manual reminds staff of key VSLA aspects 

Chapter 1
introduces MEL for VSLA programs, summarizing the interplay of implementation and 
MEL activities, introducing specific issues and challenges of MEL in VSLA programs, 
and outlining the key principles and core values in terms of methods and approaches, 
mindset, and programmatic considerations.

Chapter 2
provides an overview of the standard content of an MEL plan as well as guidance on 
how to develop and apply the theory of change, the learning agenda, and the indicators 
in particular. This chapter is written primarily for MEL-specific staff.

Chapter 3 
describes mentoring and monitoring processes for VSLAs, and presents tools for 
tracking the health of a VSLA (the VSLA Group Health Check Form) and collecting key 
VSLA-level data (SAVIX). This chapter is written for all staff, including field-based staff.

Chapter 4 
outlines different types of overall evaluation designs; provides an overview of the 
design of baselines, midterms, and endlines; provides guidance on sampling; and 
discusses data collection and analysis in brief. This chapter is written primarily for 
MEL-specific staff.

Chapter 5 
provides detailed guidance on how to develop data collection tools for quantitative 
surveys and qualitative data collection instruments. This chapter is written primarily 
for MEL-specific staff.

to monitor and provides guidance on interpreting data for 
management to ensure that VSLA minimum standards are 
followed, and that both VSLA members and management 
committee members are operating effectively.

1
2
3
4
5

The manual is organized as follows:
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CHAPTER 1

MEL for VSLA Programs 
This section will cover the questions concerning the distinct aspects of M&E in a typical VSLA program. Monitoring and 
evaluation are complementary inquiry processes used to assess and enhance the effectiveness of programs and projects. 

1. VSLA programming

1 For more details on VSLA programming, please review the VSLA training manual.

A VSLA is a self-selected and self-managed group typically 
consisting of 15 to 25 individuals who convene regularly to 
save their funds in a secure environment, access modest 
loans, and obtain emergency insurance. Membership is vol-
untary, allowing individuals to self-select into these groups 
based on their commitment to mutual financial support. 
VSLAs are inclusive and can be composed of both men and 
women; however, the majority of these groups are predom-
inantly composed of women1.

The training cycle of a VSLA usually spans 52 weeks. The 
training is divided into four main phases: the preparation 
phase (3 weeks), the intensive phase (17 weeks), the de-
velopment phase (16 weeks), and the maturity phase (16 
weeks). Throughout this period, members contribute sav-
ings and can borrow from the pooled resources, with terms 
and interest rates determined collectively by the group. This 
cycle concludes with a “share-out” event, where the accu-
mulated savings and loan profits are distributed among 
members according to their respective contributions. This 

distribution provides a financial return to members and also 
marks the group’s “graduation”—a point at which they can 
continue their activities independently with limited support 
of field officers or facilitating agencies. 

Following “graduation”, implementers may support VSLAs 
in expanding their activities by incorporating additional 
initiatives such as linkages to formal financial institutions, 
business training, agricultural production training, health 
and education interventions, and more. VSLAs serves as 
an excellent platform for such multi-sectoral integration, 
as outlined in practical terms in the CARE Layering Guide.

One of the foundational principles of a VSLA is its reliance 
on the members’ own capital, which underpins the sus-
tainability and scalability of the model. This self-funding 
approach not only builds financial discipline and capacity 
among members but also fosters a strong sense of own-
ership and solidarity, crucial elements for the long-term 
success and impact of the VSLA.

2. �Monitoring, evaluation and learning cycle in VSLA programs

The MEL frameworks in VSLA programs are designed to 
track progress, evaluate outcomes, enable learning from 
experiences, test/verify assumptions, and inform deci-
sion-making processes. These frameworks ensure that:

•	 VSLA groups have been trained properly and are operat-
ing with quality standards 

•	 Program and groups members are learning from expe-
rience throughout the project

•	 The learning is used for tailored decision making within 

the program, in designing new projects or scaling a pro-
gram or component of a program

•	 VSLA projects achieve their objectives both in terms of 
target and impact

•	 The learning is broadly shared within CARE, to other 
implementers and to the donor community

Implementation and MEL processes are intertwined and 
strengthen each other, as illustrated in the diagram on the 
following page.

Back to 
Contents
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While the program is designed and/or just beginning the 
startup phase, project staff develops a theory of change 
and an MEL plan. It is critical for the MEL plan to speak 
directly to the goals, expected outcomes, and strategies for 
achieving them, as outlined in the design and further refined 
in program planning. The MEL plan should articulate how to 
track progress in implementation and towards achievement 
of the desired outcomes. For guidance on how to do this, 
please see Chapter 2. The MEL plan should align its timeline 
with the detailed implementation plan and its schedule and 
targets for VSLA groups formation.

The first intervention in VSLA programs is typically the iden-
tification and targeting of an initial cohort of community 
members, and the formation of the initial VSLAs. As this 
is being done, MEL staff focus on sampling for the rolling 
baseline (see Chapter 4), setting up the SAVIX MIS for data 
collection, monitoring, and reporting of savings groups’ per-
formance (see Chapter 3), and conducting the baseline for 
Cohort 1 (see Chapter 4). 

As community-based trainers or other frontline staff are 
training the first cohort of VSLAs and following up closely 
with them, particularly over the course of the first year, they 
are simultaneously conducting monitoring and collecting 
data for SAVIX MIS (see Chapter 3) on a quarterly basis, 
with support from the MEL team as needed. Over this period, 
the MEL team and other specialists conduct regular visits 
to program sites to monitor activities, provide supervision, 
and gather insights.

VSLA group health checks (see Chapter 3) are conducted 
at least twice by community-based trainers during the group 
training cycle to assess their readiness to move from dif-
ferent phases of the training. They can also be used during 
supervision visits of MEL staff, supervisors, or others, to 
assess group health in order to provide feedback to the train-
er. Group health checks enable staff to assess the overall 
status of VSLAs, to learn what is working and not working, 
and to strengthen implementation. 

Halfway through the project, the MEL team conducts a 
midterm review, often with the involvement of an external 
specialized firm collecting qualitative (and sometimes quan-
titative) data, and presenting preliminary findings on the 
effectiveness of the project in working towards its expected 
outcomes and goals. This process culminates in a program 
review based on the midterm findings, and potentially some 
redirection if progress towards the goals is not occurring as 
expected in the project’s theory of change. 

Project implementation and regular MEL activities (regular 
monitoring, quarterly SAVIX MIS data collection, and pe-
riodic field visits) then continue, with a stronger focus on 
documentation of learning during the second half of the 
project as outcomes become more apparent.

At the end of the project, the MEL team leads endline data 
collection and works with an outside firm on a final eval-
uation, which typically examines the project’s relevance, 
effectivity, efficiency, sustainability. The MEL team works 
with the project’s management team to document the final 
learning, which feeds into the design of any future programs.

Specificities and challenges to MEL in VSLA 
programs
Monitoring and evaluation within a VSLA program can pres-
ent unique challenges and opportunities compared to other 
development programs due to several key factors:

•	 Defining program participants: While the general target 
population may be predefined, the actual participants 
who benefit from the program can only be confirmed as 
they voluntarily join, as VSLA members choose to join on 
their own. This means that program staff do not always 
know who will be involved from the start, which can make 
it tricky to establish a traditional baseline from day one.

•	 Accounting for program “add-ons”: VSLAs may incor-
porate specific additional components, necessitating 
the capture of distinct changes attributable to these 
elements. This requires tailored M&E indicators and 
sampling to assess the accurately assess the impact 
of the “add-ons”.

•	 Training duration and post-graduation monitoring: 
VSLAs typically undergo a 12-month training period and 
are deemed “graduated” from intensive support after this 
phase. Monitoring is often intensive during the first year 
but may wane after graduation, with staff spending less 
time with VSLAs, making it difficult to track long-term 
outcomes and sustainability. 

•	 Community ownership and localized training: VSLAs 
are community-managed, with training facilitated by 
local community-based trainers or peer-to-peer among 
groups. This local ownership emphasizes the need for 
M&E mechanisms that are tailored to local needs, cul-
turally resonant and locally operable.
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CARE established key guidance through the CARE Design, 
Monitoring and Evaluation (DM&E) Principles in 2002, the 
CARE International (CI) Programming Principles in 2006, 
and the CI Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability, and Learn-
ing (MEAL) Guidance. The following principles take these 
as a foundation and elaborate further. 

Methods and approaches
Voice of participants in the evaluation process
Involve VSLA members in the evaluation process to ensure 
their perspectives are included. This would involve:

•	 Engaging communities from the beginning (in the design 
of the theory of change and specific indicators) to ensure 
that the project is working towards their goals and is 
tracking outcomes that are meaningful to them. 

•	 Sharing findings with participants: Project staff are 
encouraged to share evaluation results with VSLA mem-
bers to ensure that their inputs have been properly cap-
tured and interpreted, to promote reflection and learning 
within the community, and to foster transparency and 
trust. This could involve simple, visual presentations of 
key findings at VSLA meetings or alternative dedicated 
sessions. 

Combination of methods and triangulation
The MEL system should use a mix of qualitative and quan-
titative methods to form a comprehensive view of the pro-
gram’s impact. Triangulation—the process of comparing 
and integrating findings from different data sources, meth-
ods, or perspectives—enhances the credibility, reliability, 
and validity of the conclusions.

Qualitative and quantitative methods play complementary 
roles in the MEL process:

•	 Quantitative methods (e.g., surveys, monitoring indica-
tors, financial tracking) generate numerical data that 
reveal patterns, trends, and measurable changes over 
time. These data are essential for assessing scale, fre-
quency, and statistical relationships.

•	 Qualitative methods (e.g., interviews, focus group dis-
cussions, participant observation, case studies) provide 
depth and context by exploring the why and how behind 
the numbers. They uncover the perceptions, motivations, 
and lived experiences of participants—insights that can-
not be captured through quantitative means alone.

Qualitative methods can also help improve quantitative data 
insights, by exploring the underlying reasons behind the 
findings or trends (if conducted after the quantitative data 
collection), or by identifying new questions that need to be 
asked or new response options that should be included (if 
conducted before the quantitative data collection). 

Qualitative methods are particularly valuable for capturing 
the voices, experiences, and opinions of community mem-
bers—such as VSLA participants—who are at the center of 
the intervention. They offer invaluable nuance and context 
by allowing participants to express their priorities, chal-
lenges, and perspectives in their own words. This not only 
improves the understanding of program outcomes but also 
enhances accountability and inclusion, ensuring that com-
munity feedback meaningfully informs program adaptation.

Lean data collection approach
The MEL system should focus on collecting data that is 
directly useful for making decisions. This means prioritizing 
key indicators over collecting vast amounts of unnecessary 
data, which is time-consuming for project staff and partic-
ipants, particularly as it needs regular updating. 

Often projects want to gather a lot of data. We need to make 
a difficult decision to choose between nice to know or must 
know. It is those important to prioritize in term of number 
of data point we would like to gather. Collecting too much 
data come at a cost for the project and it will also cost the 
community in terms of their time. MEL manager should have 
in mind the participant time while making the decision on 
the type of information to gather.

Mindset
Objectivity in evaluation
Impartial and unbiased assessment of a program’s effec-
tiveness, efficiency, impact, and sustainability can be dif-
ficult for project staff, as they are directly invested in the 
project and usually deeply believe in the project’s theory of 
change, and in the effectiveness of their own contributions 
to it. But true learning requires that evaluations be conduct-
ed in a manner that is free from personal bias, vested inter-
ests, or undue external influences. For this reason, it is best 
to engage an external M&E firm for the midterm and endline 
evaluations (and often the baseline as well), and to ensure 
that the project’s frontline staff not be used as enumerators.

3. �Key principles and core values
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Project participants may feel shy admitting to a frontline 
staff member that they have stopped saving regularly, or 
that their chairperson is unfairly excluding some group 
members, or that they did not put into practice the key les-
sons from a recent training. For this reason, external firms 
and team members are critical to the process, as they will 
help maximize the credibility, reliability, and trustworthiness 
of evaluation processes and findings. 

Neutrality
Effective M&E systems prioritize neutrality. CARE VSLA 
programs must resist the temptation to simply prove the 
program’s success, but rather be curious about what is 
truly happening. Humans have a natural tendency to seek 
evidence that confirms our existing beliefs; project staff 
typically believe that the project is working, and it can feel 
threatening to explore whether this is truly the case. A report 
should be objective, considering alternative explanations 
and seeking evidence to disprove them. Only by rigorously 
testing assumptions can we make strong claims about the 
program’s impact. A good M&E system actively considers 
alternative explanations for program outcomes and aims to 
uncover the whole story rather than just trying to prove suc-
cess.

Transparency and honesty
As MEL systems operating with objectivity and neutrality 
uncover both encouraging and disappointing results, it is 
important for CARE VSLA programs to transparently share 
both types of results. In review meetings, reports, and learn-
ing briefs, projects should acknowledge limitations and un-
expected outcomes. Sharing honest findings builds trust 
and fosters continuous improvement.

Learning from disappointing results
It can be difficult to admit disappointing results, and chal-
lenging learn from them. It is important for CARE VSLA 
program managers and MEL teams to work together to 
create an environment where staff and participants can 
share and learn from mistakes and disappointing results 
without fear of retribution. This encourages continuous im-
provement and innovation, and minimizes the chance that 
other projects will make the same mistakes or encounter 
similar challenges.

Programmatic considerations
Resource allocation
When project resources are scarce, it can be tempting to 
make cuts from the MEL budget to maximize funds for proj-
ect activities. However, it is important to allocate adequate 
funding for monitoring, evaluation, and learning/knowledge 
generation and dissemination. Allocating sufficient resourc-
es during the initial program design phase can save time 
and money in the long run—for example, budgeting suffi-
cient funds to hire a high-quality MEL firm for the project’s 
baseline and endline will help minimize the amount of time 
that project staff have to spend reviewing and revising the 
firm’s tools and methodologies, drafts of the report, and 
other documents. Similarly, ensuring that data about the 
ineffectiveness of an approach are efficiently captured and 
understood can enable a project to make a course correc-
tion before spending too much time and money on an in-
effective approach. Factoring MEL costs into the budget 
upfront ensures that activities are adequately supported 
from the program’s start.

Staff expertise
Programs should recruit staff with the necessary expertise 
specifically for MEL activities. It is important that the MEL 
team possess the relevant skills and knowledge to effec-
tively carry out their roles. Moreover, given the roles that all 
frontline staff will have in collecting VSLA data and using it 
to inform their VSLA mentoring and monitoring activities, it 
is also critical that they be well trained in the data they are 
collecting, the systems they are inputting the data into (SAV-
IX MIS), and the project’s overall theory of change. The MEL 
team, with support from other experts, should provide train-
ing and development opportunities ensures that personnel 
are up to date with the latest MEL practices and techniques.

Dedicated staff for MEL tasks
Having team members focused solely on MEL ensures that 
these activities are conducted systematically and are given 
the attention they deserve.Sharing honest findings 

builds trust and fosters 
continuous improvement.

Factoring MEL costs into the budget 
upfront ensures that activities are 
adequately supported from the 
program’s start.
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An MEL plan outlines the framework for tracking and as-
sessing a project’s performance. It clarifies:

•	 What? The MEL plan presents a comprehensive list of 
indicators, aligned with the project’s theory of change, 
to measure each component’s effectiveness accurately.

•	 How? The MEL plan details the methodologies to be 
employed for evaluating project success and achieve-
ments. It specifies the types of studies to be conducted 
and the methods for executing these evaluations, ensur-
ing a rigorous and systematic approach to data collec-
tion and analysis.

•	 When? The MEL plan schedules the timing for each mon-
itoring and evaluation activity.

•	 Who? The MEL plan identifies the parties responsible for 
each activity.

Ideally, the MEL plan is drafted during the project design 
phase and refined with the project team at project startup, 
before the start of implementation. Early design allows for 
the identification of key evaluation components, although 
adjustments will likely be necessary once the full project 
team is on board and has a clearer direction. 

The MEL plan is developed in workshops with project staff 
with the support of MEL experts. These sessions aim to:

•	 Encourage ownership and deep reflection on the theory 
of change and underlying assumptions

•	 Reevaluate initial strategies through critical discussion, 
allowing for adjustments

•	 Generate relevant indicators and 
•	 Identify responsibilities for measurement

The facilitator must critically assess the project’s strategy 
and underlying assumptions, challenging the project team 

to engage in thoughtful self-reflection on their initial plan. 
This scrutiny ensures that the team considers all aspects 
of the project’s approach and its potential impact.

The MEL plan development workshop includes a session 
designed to generate relevant indicators for each element of 
the theory of change. As the M&E team leads this process, 
they should prompt the project team to consider how they 
will measure the project’s success. Through a collabora-
tive brainstorming process, the team can identify potential 
indicators and develop a coherent set of metrics to track 
progress. This collaborative effort helps translate abstract 
elements of the theory of change into tangible, measurable 
indicators, facilitating effective monitoring and evaluation 
of the project’s outcomes.

Overview of MEL plan components
A comprehensive MEL plan may include the following com-
ponents:

•	 Introduction: Overview of the plan’s purpose and struc-
ture.

•	 Theory of change: Explanation of the project’s intended 
impact and the pathway to achieving it.

•	 Learning questions: Key questions the evaluation aims 
to answer.

•	 Monitoring and evaluation matrix: Detailed listing of what 
will be measured, how, by whom, and when.

•	 System descriptions: For monitoring, studies for indi-
cator collection, specific research initiatives, and exter-
nal evaluations.

•	 Data utilization: How the collected data will be used to 
inform project adjustments and improvements.

CHAPTER 2

The MEL Plan
The activities that a project plans and implements within the MEL framework are detailed in the MEL plan. The MEL plan 
is a pivotal document that ensures that the project can effectively measure its success and consolidate valuable learning 
throughout the process. This chapter dives into the details of the MEL plan, including guidance on how to develop one and 
ensure that all core components are covered. 

Who is this chapter primarily written for? MEL managers and Project managers.

1. Developing the MEL plan 

Back to 
Contents
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The table below provides a description of each of these elements.

Table 1. MEL plan components

Sections of the MEL plan Description

Introduction •	 Briefly introduce the project, its goals, and target population.
•	 Provide an overview of the MEL Plan’s purpose and its role in guiding project implemen-

tation.

Theory of change This section details the assumptions, inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impact envi-
sioned by the project, providing a framework for the evaluation activities.

•	 Visually represent the project’s expected impact pathway. This typically includes a diagram 
outlining inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impact.

•	 Briefly describe the assumptions underlying the theory of change, i.e. the factors that need 
to be true for the theory of change to hold valid.

Learning agenda •	 Formulate specific questions for learning over the course of the project
•	 These questions should focus on key aspects of the project, such as:

-	 To what extent is the project achieving its intended outcomes?
-	 Are the project’s strategies effective in achieving the desired results?
-	 Are there any unintended consequences of the project?
-	 What are the key lessons learned that can be applied to future projects?

Be explicit about how learning will be generated (e.g. mini studies, data reviews, reflection 
workshops), shared (e.g. learning events, learning products), and used (e.g. to adjust strat-
egies).

MEL matrix 
with indicators

The MEL matrix (also called an indicator tracking table or a performance monitoring plan 
in some contexts) is a table that lists each project component alongside its corresponding 
indicators, their definition, data sources, data collection methods, responsible parties, and the 
timing of data collection. This matrix ensures that all evaluation activities are clearly defined 
and systematically organized. It should include the list of indicators and, for each indicator:

•	 Operational definition
•	 Data source
•	 Data collection method
•	 Frequency of data collection
•	 Baseline value (if applicable)
•	 Target value for each indicator

This matrix ensures that 
all evaluation activities 
are clearly defined and 
systematically organized.
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Sections of the MEL plan Description

Description of 
MEL activities

This section provides a narrative to the MEL plan with detailed explanation on how monitoring 
will be carried out, how reporting data will flow, how evaluations will be designed, and how 
learning will be facilitated throughout the project cycle:

•	 Monitoring: Describe the routine data collection procedures for tracking project progress.
•	 Reporting: Describe roles, flows of data and information, and timeframes for reporting.
•	 Evaluation design: Outline the scope and purpose of any planned evaluations (both inter-

nal and external, as applicable). Describe the evaluation model and how it will control for 
counterfactual. Highlight the strength and limitation of the evaluation design, justify the 
choice of the evaluation model. 

•	 Research and Learning agenda: If applicable, detail any specific research questions or 
areas of inquiry that will be carried out during the project. This research can serve as action 
research to gather learning for the project in alignment with the learning questions.

•	 Sharing of learning. Describe mechanisms and formats for documentation and sharing 
of learning, tied to the learning agenda outlined above.

Use of data Explain how the data collected through monitoring, evaluation, and research activities will be 
used. This includes data analysis and interpretation strategies, as well as how findings will be 
communicated to stakeholders. Describe how the insights gained will inform decision-mak-
ing, project adjustments, and future planning, emphasizing the commitment to using data for 
continuous improvement and learning.
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The MEL plan is a dynamic tool that guides the program through its lifecycle, ensuring that learning and adaptation are 
integral to its implementation:

MAKE into graphic

A living document

The MEL plan should be actively used in learning sessions, project reviews, and strategic planning 
meetings, serving as a living document that evolves with the project. Accompanied by an indicator 
tracking sheet, it allows teams to monitor progress systematically, adjust strategies as needed, and 
document learning for future reference.

Fostering a learning culture

By outlining clear learning questions and activities (example: periodic reflection meetings, after-ac-
tion reviews, specific learning workshops, etc.), the MEL plan establishes a framework for con-
tinuous learning within the project. It encourages teams to critically assess assumptions, gather 
evidence, and reflect on experiences. Furthermore, by analyzing monitoring data and learning from 
evaluations, the project team can identify areas for improvement, refine strategies, and ensure that 
the project is on track to achieve its intended results.

Enhancing stakeholder understanding

The MEL plan serves as a resource for various stakeholders, including donors, partners, and 
community members. It provides transparent insights into the project’s operations, strategies, and 
direction, fostering a shared understanding of what the project is trying to achieve, and shared com-
mitment to the project’s success. Hence, it ensures that all stakeholders have a shared understand-
ing of how learning, data collection, and reflection are integrated throughout the VSLA cycle.

A guide for external evaluators

For external evaluators, the MEL plan serves as a comprehensive resource that outlines the VSLA 
program’s theory of change, expected outcomes, and performance indicators. It details how data 
on group activities, financial transactions, training sessions, and member outcomes are collect-
ed and analyzed. This allows evaluators to design and conduct assessments that align with the 
program’s objectives—such as measuring changes in savings behavior, access to credit, income 
diversification, and empowerment outcomes—efficiently and effectively.

A reference document for implementation

The MEL plan is a central reference point for everyone involved in the project. It provides a clear 
roadmap for tracking group formation and their performance, assessing participation and inclu-
sion, and evaluating how the VSLA model contributes to household impact and women’s economic 
empowerment. 
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2.1. The theory of change
A project is built on a series of assumptions about how 
interventions will address a core problem. The theory of 
change articulates these assumptions, forming a logical 
model that explains how the project’s activities will con-
tribute to positive change (output, outcome, and impact).

2.1.1. How to design a TOC?
The design of a TOC typically begins with a problem tree 
analysis, which helps to identify and structure the causes 
and effects of a central development problem.

•	 Step 1: Define the Central Problem. Start with a clear, 
concise, and specific problem statement that the project 
aims to address. It should be a negative state that is 
experienced by a specific group or community.

•	 Step 2: Develop the Problem Tree.
-	 Effects/Consequences: What are the direct and indi-

rect consequences of this central problem? (These 
become the branches of the tree).

-	 Direct Causes: What are the immediate causes of 
the problem?

-	 Root Causes: For each direct cause, ask “Why does this 
exist?” repeatedly until you identify the fundamental, 
underlying drivers. (These are the roots of the tree).

•	 Step 3: Identify Strategic Focus Areas. You cannot 
address every root cause. Analyze the completed prob-
lem tree to select a set of interconnected root causes 
(leverage points) where your organization has the exper-
tise and resources to intervene effectively.

•	 Step 4: Create an Objective Tree (or Solution Tree). 
Invert the Problem Tree by restating each negative ele-
ment as a positive, desired outcome.

-	 The central problem becomes the overall goal (Impact).
-	 The causes become intermediate outcomes and pre-

conditions.
-	 The root causes you chose to focus on become the 

targets of your interventions.

•	 Step 5: Define the Causal Pathway (The “Pathway of 
Change”). This is the most critical step. Organize the 
positive outcomes from the Objective Tree into a logical, 
cause-and-effect sequence. This pathway should tell a 
story, often articulated with “if-then” logic.

-	 Example: “If we conduct workshops on sustainable 
farming techniques [Intervention], then farmers will 
gain knowledge and skills [Outcome 1]. If farmers have 
this knowledge, then they will apply these techniques 
to their fields [Outcome 2]. If they apply these tech-
niques, then their soil quality will improve [Outcome 
3]...” and so on, leading to the ultimate impact.

•	 Step 6: Identify Interventions, Outputs, and Activities. 
For each of the earliest outcomes on your pathway, 
define the specific actions you will take.

-	 Activities: The tasks your team will perform (e.g., 
develop curriculum, book venues).

-	 Outputs: The direct, tangible results of your activities 
(e.g., 200 farmers trained, 5 guidebooks distributed). 
Outputs are what you do; outcomes are what changes 
as a result.

•	 Step 7: Make Assumptions Explicit. Every link in your 
causal pathway depends on underlying assumptions 
about how change happens. You must identify, articu-
late, and test these assumptions.

2. �Details on key components of a MEL plan
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2.1.2. Changes layers and terminology in a TOC
In a theory of change, we can categorize two action levels 
(inputs and activities) and three levels of change (outputs, 
outcomes, and impact).

•	 Action:
-	 Inputs: Resources needed to initiate the project (bud-

get, personnel, materials, equipment).
-	 Activities: Practical actions undertaken to achieve proj-

ect objectives (e.g., VSLA formation, training, aware-
ness raising activities/campaigns, etc.). 

•	 Change:
-	 Outputs: are short-term changes directly resulting from 

project activities. The type of changes that would be 
considered outputs in a VSLA program would be the 
number of VSLAs created, the number of members, 
basic VSLA financial data such as savings and loans 
value, and change in knowledge (e.g. increased finan-
cial literacy) of VSLA members.

-	 Outcomes: are medium-term changes resulting from 
achieved outputs. The types of outcomes in a VSLA 
program include changes in participants’ behavior, 
practices, and access to opportunities. Examples of 
outcomes include Improved access to formal finan-
cial services, Increased income among participants, 
Strengthened social capital among group members, 
Enhanced empowerment of women and youth partic-
ipants, Improved self-esteem and confidence among 
members, Adoption of better business and financial 
management practices, etc.

-	 Impact is defined as a long-term change that addresses 
the core problem the program seeks to solve. It reflects 
the sustained, overarching transformation in the lives 
of participants and their households as a result of the 
accumulated outcomes over time.

The assumptions in a theory of change are formulated 
based on:

•	 Evidence from past experience: Draw on lessons learned 
from previous interventions, successful programs in sim-
ilar contexts, and established best practices within the 
sector. For instance, in previous CARE VSLA projects 
implemented in Rwanda, evidence showed that mem-
bers who received basic financial literacy and SPM 
training were more likely to save regularly and reinvest 
profits into small businesses. This led to measurable 
increases in household income and economic resilience. 

Such evidence supports the assumption that integrating 
financial education into VSLA programming contributes 
to improved financial management and income growth 
among participants.

•	 Intuitive and logical connections: Assumptions often 
link activities to expected outcomes through cause-and-
effect reasoning. For example, we may assume that pro-
viding financial literacy training to VSLA members will 
enable them to better manage their finances, ultimately 
leading to increased income. Similarly, offering train-
ing on Selection, Planning, and Management (SPM) of 
Income-Generating Activities (IGAs) may lead to greater 
engagement in IGAs, improved management of existing 
enterprises, and, consequently, enhanced business per-
formance, profitability, and participant income.

It is important to recognize that there is no “perfect” Theo-
ry of Change. The key is to critically examine and validate 
the logic of each assumption based on team experience, 
literature reviews, expert input, and evidence from similar 
models in other contexts. 

ToCs are often developed through participatory workshops 
that bring together multidisciplinary teams. It is also recom-
mended to validate the ToC with project participants and 
VSLA members to ensure that it reflects local realities and 
priorities. For example, one of CARE Mali’s past projects 
— the Programme d’Accompagnement des Communes et 
Organisations de Base (PACOB), implemented from 2005 to 
2009 with funding from Norwegian Agency for Development 
Cooperation (NORAD) and CARE Norway— was designed to 
test a fully participatory approach by involving communities 
directly in the design of both the ToC and the overall MEL 
system. A key learning from this past experience was that 
community participation strengthened ownership among 
participants and increased the project’s relevance by ensur-
ing it addressed the most pressing and locally defined caus-
es of the problem. However, such participatory approaches 
also come with costs, particularly in terms of the additional 
time and resources required to facilitate inclusive processes 
and consensus-building.

The CARE Global VSLA team’s theory of change is provided 
below and can serve as a model or inspiration for individual 
projects’ theories of change; however, keep in mind that this 
is designed for programming more globally, and that spe-
cific program components, and associated inputs, outputs, 
and outcomes will vary by project.
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Figure 2. Global VSLA Theory of Change

INPUTS OUTPUTS SHORT TERM 
OUTCOMES

MEDIUM TERM 
OUTCOMES

LONG TERM 
OUTCOMES

Government
scaling

Governments 
see the value of 

VSLAs

Governments 
reach/ form 

VSLAs through 
national 

programs

VSLA 
members 

collectively 
increase 

their capacity 
and leverage 
with market 

actors (e.g., to 
obtain better 
purchasing 

agreements)

VSLA 
members or 
groups who 
work in the 

same sector 
are organized 
in collectives 
(e.g, Agrifund 

model)

VSLA 
members learn 
new hard and 

soft skills 
(e.g., child 
protection; 
financial 

management; 
digital; 

leadership and 
negotiation)

Market/ supply
chain linkages

Access to 
digital

VSLA+ (health, 
education, 

WASH, etc.)

Access to 
formal finance

Financial 
institutions are 
sensitized to 
the needs of 

VSLA members 
and their 

potential as 
customers

VSLA members 
increase their 

capacity to 
establish and grow 

IGAs/ become 
microentrepreneurs

Financial 
institutions 

offer product(s) 
tailored to 

VSLA members

VSLA 
members 

receive loans 
from formal 

financial 
institutions

VSLA members 
increase the 
productivity / 

profitability of their 
IGA or business

VSLA 
members 

have started 
a new IGA or 

microbusiness

VSLA 
members learn 
leadership and 

negotiation 
skills

Building 
women’s 

leadership

Entrepreneurship
(including IGAs)

VSLAiE

VSLA members 
open accounts 

with formal 
financial

institutions

VSLA members
have increased

their income

VSLA members 
have increased 
their leadership

VSLA members 
increase their 
self esteem

The number of 
VSLAs globally 
has increased

VSLA 
members 
invest to 

support their 
household 
(education, 

health, food, 
assets, etc.)

VSLA members 
make 

decisions at 
the community 
and household 

levels

Core VSLA 
package

GBV is reduced 
in communities

Improved 
perception of 

women’s roles, 
contributions, 
and potential 

(intrinsic, 
social, and 

economic) at 
the community 

level

Social norms 
change

VSLA members 
contribute to 

supporting their 
communities

Women’s rights 
are respected 
and upheld by 
the community 
due to positive 

changes in 
gender norms 
and behaviors

VSLA 
members 
and their 

households 
have greater 

access to 
savings, loans, 
and emergency 

resources

IMPACT
VSLA members’ lives are fundamentally transformed: They are socially and economically empowered; act as agents of change; and contribute to economic 

prosperity, inclusion and social equality, and the wellbeing of their households and communities.
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Challenges in applying theories of change
Mapping out the theory of change is useful, yet there is also 
risk in oversimplifying complex social dynamics into linear 
models, neglecting the multifaceted variables at play. Evalu-
ation strategies should remain flexible, prepared to uncover 
unforeseen changes, and employ diverse methodologies 
to grasp the complexity of social realities. By embracing 
a comprehensive and adaptive approach to the theory of 
change, projects can seize opportunities for growth and 
learning, enhancing their effectiveness and impact.

2.2. Indicators
Indicators are pivotal to measuring the success and impact 
of a project. They offer measurable evidence of changes 
brought about by the project’s interventions. This section 
elaborates on defining, designing, and utilizing indicators 
effectively within the project’s MEL framework. 

Indicators at different layers  
of the theory of change
Indicators are integral at various levels of the logic model, 
each measuring specific aspects of a project’s progress 
and impact.

Activity indicators
These indicators assess the 
completion of specific activities 
within the project. They often 
quantify the reach of these activities, 
such as the number of people 
engaged or areas covered. Activity 
indicators in a VSLA project may 
include:

•	 Number of people trained
•	 Number of meetings held

Output indicators
These indicators measure the immediate 
results of the project’s activities over which 
it has direct control. Outputs can include 
the acquisition of knowledge, outcomes 
of training sessions, and the creation or 
enhancement of infrastructure. When 
establishing output indicators, it’s crucial 
to assess whether the project has a direct 
control over the areas being measured. Output 
indicators in a VSLA project may include:

•	 Number of VSLAs formed
•	 Number of VSLA members
•	 Basic VSLA saving and loan data (mostly 

gathered through the SAVIX MIS)

Outcome indicators
These indicators track changes that serve as 
prerequisites for the project’s ultimate impact. 
They encompass elements beyond the direct 
control of the project (output), including behavioral 
change, attitudinal changes, or systemic changes 
(e.g., modifications in institutional practices or 
governance). Outcome indicators in a VSLA project 
may include:

•	 Women’s empowerment indicators (e.g. decision-
making, leadership, self-esteem, etc.)

•	 % of members accessing loan from formal 
financial services

•	 % of participants who Increased their income 
•	 % of members who started a new IGA
•	 % of member who have expanded their business

Impact indicators
These indicators capture the ultimate change 
or benefit brought about by the project, often 
focusing on lasting improvements in human 
well-being. They are typically quantified 
through sample surveys and expressed as 
percentages or extrapolated to represent 
the target population. Impact indicators in a 
VSLA project may include:

•	 Household income and asset indicators
•	 Household resilience indicators
•	 Household food security and nutrition 

indicators (children’s malnutrition index, 
household dietary diversity index, etc.)
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How to select and/or develop indicators
Developing strong indicators is crucial for effectively 
measuring your project’s success. Projects typically lever-
age some existing indicators and design other indicators 
from scratch.

Leveraging and adapting existing indicators. In many cases, 
it is not necessary to “reinvent the wheel”. Numerous indica-
tors have been developed by organizations such as USAID, 
the UN, and the World Bank for a variety of sectors (health, 
education, access to financial services, governance, etc.). 
These indicators have been tested and applied widely. Us-
ing existing resources is recommended whenever relevant 
within a project’s logic framework, as they save time and 
effort, and create an opportunity to compare the project’s 
outcomes to those of other projects.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offer a compre-
hensive set of globally recognized indicators. Using these 
indicators can help demonstrate how a program contributes 
to broader global objectives, facilitating understanding and 
collaboration across the development community. Before 
adopting them, be sure that the existing indicators align 
with your project’s specific goals. You can also adapt them 
if needed, as outlined below.

Sometimes, existing indicators may not perfectly capture 
the nuances of your project. In such cases, feel free to adapt 
them to better suit your needs. Here are some ways to mod-
ify existing indicators:

•	 Adjust the indicator definition: Add or remove specific 
criteria within the indicator definition.

•	 Change unit of analysis: Align the indicator’s unit of 
analysis (e.g., household, individual) with your project’s 
implementation modalities.

Note that modifying indicators will make your findings less 
comparable to those of other projects; however, the indica-
tor’s usefulness to your own project’s learning is typically 
of paramount importance, while the comparability is sec-
ondary.

Designing indicators from scratch. If existing indicators do 
not meet your needs, you can design your own, following 
this step-by-step approach:

1.	 Identify the key concept: Pinpoint the core concept you 
want to measure at a specific level of change (impact, 
outcome, output). For example, a key concept may be 
women’s empowerment, financial access, social capital, 
or resilience.

2.	 Dissect the concept: Utilize a tree diagram to break down 
the concept into its core dimensions, sub-dimensions, 
and further sub-dimensions. Continue this process and 
prioritize the information that is most crucial until you 
reach a specific and measurable indicator. It may not be 
possible to measure all aspects of the concept, as many 
concepts are multifaceted and not every facet is possible 
or easy to measure, but the indicators should capture the 
key components of the concept to the extent possible. 

The table below provides an example of the outcome of this 
process—note that the core dimensions, sub-dimensions, 
and specific indicators will look different depending on the 
project and its specific goals and implementation modali-
ties. Engaging local communities in defining what success 
in these areas would look like to them is an effective way of 
developing relevant indicators and maximizing the likelihood 
that the project will track progress towards outcomes that 
are important to community members (more on this below).
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Table 2. Examples of indicators mapped to concepts

Key concepts Core dimensions Sub-dimensions Indicators

Women’s  
empowerment

•	 Leadership in 
the community

•	 Decision-making in 
the home

•	 Leadership positions in 
community groups

•	 Decision-making about use of 
household income

•	 Decision-making about 
large assets

•	 Percentage of VSLA 
leadership positions held 
by women

•	 Women’s average score 
on household decision-
making parity scale 

Access to 
financial services

•	 Access to credit
•	 Access other 

financial services

•	 Availability and affordability 
of loans

•	 Ability to obtain loans

•	 Number of VSLA members 
who accessed MFI loan in 
previous year

•	 Number of VSLA 
•	 Average value of MFI 

loan borrowed by 
VSLA members

Social capital •	 Mutually supportive 
relationships within 
the community

•	 Positive relationships with 
external actors

•	 Ability to help neighbors in 
hard times

•	 Ability to receive help from 
neighbors in hard times

•	 Attention from local 
government officials 

•	 Number of VSLA members 
who provided loans or 
financial or material 
support to neighbors in the 
past year

Resilience •	 Sustained household 
incomes and food security 
through bad weather years, 
market fluctuations, and 
household shocks

•	 Livelihood diversification
•	 Ability to bounce back 

financially from shocks

•	 Number of income sources 
from different sectors

•	 Savings
•	 Long-term 

livelihood investments

Participatory design of indicators
Involving both the project team and the community in indicator design can be highly beneficial:

•	 Project team involvement: Including project implementing staff in the process fosters ownership and helps ensure that 
the chosen indicators are relevant and feasible to collect. This collaboration leads to the development of more meaningful 
indicators and a more accurate logic model, as well as an easier time collecting data.

•	 Community involvement: Community involvement is crucial, and their participation should not be limited to providing 
data during surveys. Community members can contribute to the design of indicators by helping to define what success 
looks for them—for example, asking women what they would hope/like/love to see, in order to refine women’s empow-
erment indicators, or asking community members what it would take for them to know how they could get through the 
next challenging season (to define what resilience looks like for them). Outcome mapping approaches can be used to 
facilitate this process.
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Criteria for good indicators
Indicators translate the project’s conceptual goals into concrete, measurable terms. Criteria for good indicators are the 
following: 

Specificity and clarity: A good 
indicator should be clearly defined, 
leaving no room for ambiguity. 
Try to anticipate how easily and 
consistently the indicator will 
be understood.

Objectively verifiable: Indicators 
provide an operational and 
objectively verifiable measure. 
This means that if two or more 
evaluators use the same indicator, 
they should come out with the 
same results. 

% of VSLA 
members who 
are committed 
to saving % of VSLA members who have saved at 

every meeting during the current cycle

% of participants 
who benefit from 
access to finance

% of participants who report taking a loan 
from a formal financial institution in the 
last two years

Unit of analysis: Each indicator 
should specify the unit of analysis 
it applies to (e.g., household, indi-
vidual, VSLA, community, region).

prevalence 
of minimum 
acceptable diet

% of children under five with a minimum 
acceptable diet

Neutral definition: The indicator 
should be neutral; for instance, it 
should not include the target value 
in its wording. For instance:

50% of VSLA 
members 
increase their 
revenue % of VSLA members who have 

increased their revenue

INSTEAD OF:

INSTEAD OF:

INSTEAD OF:

INSTEAD OF:

USE THIS objectively verifiable version:

USE THIS specific and clear version:

USE THIS indicator with a unit of analysis:

USE THIS neutral version:
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•	 Relevance: Indicators must accurately reflect the spe-
cific aspect they aim to measure. For example, in track-
ing knowledge acquisition, the indicator should directly 
assess the change in participants’ knowledge, rather 
than merely tracking training delivery (a lower-level activ-
ity) or changes in behavior (a higher-level outcome).

•	 Formulation: Indicators can be formulated using num-
bers, percentages, scales, indices, rates, etc. 

-	 When expressing an indicator as a percentage, be sure 
that you clearly articulate how the denominator will be 
defined, so that you can be sure that you are sampling 
from the right list (i.e. as a percentage of what/who).
o	 For example, if the indicator is “Percentage of com-

munity members who are members of a VSLA”, how 
will you define “community members”? Is there 
a definitive list of members from which you can 
pull your sample? If not, then you should not use 
this indicator.

o	 As another example, if you want to measure women 
in leadership, using the indicator “Percentage of 
women in leadership positions in their VSLA” 
means that “women” is the denominator (does 

this mean female VSLA members? Or all women 
in project households?). Given that a VSLA only 
has 5 leadership positions, the percentage of total 
female VSLA members in leadership positions will 
typically be low. But if the indicator is phrased as 
“Percentage of VSLA leadership positions held by 
women”, then the denominator is VSLA leaders, and 
the percentage will be more meaningful.

-	 Related to the point above, you will also want to make sure 
that your data collection methods will enable you to cap-
ture the correct denominator. It is particularly important 
to think through whether you are measuring households 
or specific individuals within the household, especially if 
an intervention is targeting a subset of individuals.

-	 When measuring complex change (e.g. change in 
women or youth empowerment, resilience, nutrition 
practices, social capital, etc.), consider using a Likert 
scale rather than a Yes/No binary in order to capture 
incremental change. It can be difficult to go all the way 
from a “No” to a “Yes” over the course of a short proj-
ect, and even defining “No” and “Yes” can be difficult 
and subjective, but tracking incremental change can 
suggest a movement in the right direction. 

-	 Consider how the framing of your indicator aligns with 
your implementation modality and data collection tim-
ing. For example, if you want to measure your project’s 
impact on financial access, consider:
o	 If you are measuring savings: if the indicator is “% of 

project participants who are saving regularly”, and 
you conduct the baseline a couple of months after 
targeting households for VSLA membership, you 
are likely to have a high figure at baseline, because 
all the households sampled in the baseline will have 
already joined the VSLA. Consider an alternative 
timeframe that looks back, such as “% of project 
participants who saved regularly over the past year.”

“Percentage of 
women who are 
empowered in 
decision-making in 
the household”

“Average household decision-making parity score for women” 
(where, for example, 1 is the lowest level of decision-making for 
women and 5 is complete parity or women making more than 
half of the decisions)

-	 If you are measuring external loan access: if the indi-
cator is “% of project participants who accessed a 
loan from a microfinance institution in the past year”, 
your baseline data will give you an accurate picture 
of the baseline, but your endline may miss capturing 
any microfinance loans facilitated in the initial years 
of the project, since it will only capture the final year 
(“in the past year”). Consider a longer timeframe that 
will enable you to capture the entirety of the proj-
ect’s achievement—for example, if your project has a 
four-year timeframe: “% of project participants who 
accessed a loan from a microfinance institution any-
time in the past four years.”

INSTEAD OF:
USE THIS Likert scale indicator:
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2.3. The learning agenda
A learning agenda serves as a strategic roadmap to test a 
project’s assumptions, offering valuable insights into their 
validity and the underlying mechanisms driving program 
outcomes. The learning agenda includes learning questions, 
the source of information to undertake the learning, and the 
timing of the learning during the project cycle.

Learning questions are specifically tailored to inform practi-
cal program improvements and strategic direction. They are 
action-oriented, aiming to solve real-world problems faced 
by the program.

Learning is generated through various means, including 
targeted research, analysis of monitoring and evaluation 
data, and specific case studies. It is crucial that the learning 

generation be inclusive, drawing on insights from project 
participants and from the entire team—from field staff to 
project leaders. This inclusive approach ensures that learn-
ing reflects the situation on the ground (as the field team 
often has nuanced insights and observations that the head 
office team does not have) and brings together the diverse 
knowledge bases of those involved in the program. For each 
learning question, we should be explicit on the source of 
data, the learning sessions, and product that will be generat-
ed. Specific learning events such as open houses, webinars, 
and conference presentations play a pivotal role in dissemi-
nating the lessons learned. These events offer platforms for 
sharing insights, engaging with stakeholders, and fostering 
a culture of continuous learning and improvement.

Figure 3.  
Examples of learning questions in VSLA programs

How do dynamics between 
men and women influence 

participation and leadership 
roles within VSLAs?

What are the key factors 
contributing to the 

sustainability of VSLA 
groups post-project?

How does the introduction of 
digital financial tools affect 
VSLA group cohesion and 

financial literacy?
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CHAPTER 3

Mentoring and Monitoring 
in VSLA Programs

A sound monitoring system should be woven into program implementation and, at field level, mentoring of VSLAs. Hence, 
this section will focus on how to use monitoring tools to support not only data collection but also improved program imple-
mentation and service delivery to program participants. 

Who is this chapter primarily written for? Frontline workers, Field staff, and MEL managers.

This chapter uses the terminology of mentoring and monitoring to capture the different aspects of how frontline workers (either 
project frontline staff or community-based volunteers who are accountable to the project) engage with VSLAs—guiding them 
towards effective group management and addressing challenges as they arise (mentoring) as well as making sure that the 
VSLA is on track and not falling into poor management or facing other more critical issues (monitoring). Mentoring is done 
by the frontline worker and focuses on one VSLA at a time; monitoring is done by both the frontline worker and other project 
staff, and can focus on one VSLA and the aggregate picture. Mentoring is also done by project staff or the community-based 
trainer. The tools presented in this chapter are designed to enable both mentoring and monitoring.

The monitoring framework for the program is designed to ensure rigorous oversight and assessment of program activities, 
guaranteeing that implementation aligns with planned objectives and outcomes. The monitoring is pivotal in identifying areas 
for improvement, ensuring the program’s integrity, and maintaining the quality of groups. As presented above, the monitoring 
of a VSLA program will include the following elements: 

Back to 
Contents

Periodic program 
monitoring/

supervision visits

Group Health check 
monitoring (at each 

change of phase)

SAVIX MIS 
data collection 
and reporting
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Using the VSLA Manual, frontline workers provide regular 
mentoring to VSLAs, particularly over the course of their 
first year of operations. Frontline workers are often literate 
community members who are either hired by the project or 
who agree to perform a certain set of tasks in support of 
VSLAs in exchange for per diem, regular training, or other 
incentives/compensation. In this manual, we will typically 
call them community-based trainers or frontline workers.

At every VSLA meeting, the community-based trainer should 
be on the lookout for key VSLA health indicators:

•	 Are minimum standards being followed? Every aspect of 
the VSLA methodology (seating arrangements, division 
of key holding and box holding responsibilities, stamps 
in the passbooks, recitation of the previous meeting’s 
closing balances, etc.) plays a role in fostering trust and 
transparency, and mitigating the risk of fraud. Are these 
practices being followed, or are some of them being 
glossed over?

•	 Are management committee members undertaking their 
roles effectively? If the Chairperson is ensuring that the 
constitution is being followed and that all members are 
actively engaging, if the Secretary is keeping accurate 
records of savings and loans in members’ passbooks 
and the general ledger, if the Money Counters and Trea-

surer are ensuring an accurate counting and reconcilia-
tion of the finances, and if the Box and Key Holders are 
keeping the members’ money secure, then the VSLA is 
in good hands. 

•	 Are savings strong? Is everyone saving, and are sav-
ings generally increasing over time? Are flexible shares 
being practiced?

•	 Is lending wise and equitable? Are loans being provided 
according to the group’s constitution, and are they being 
provided to a wide variety of members (rather than a 
privileged few) who have good investment ideas?

To ensure that the VSLA is healthy and to identify issues 
before they arise, the community-based trainer keep an eye 
out for the questions above at every meeting that s/he at-
tends. This can be done using the VSLA Group Health Check 
form (see below) or simply by observing the group dynamic, 
taking notes during meetings and following up on the spot.

During the first savings cycle (up until the first share-out and 
reconstitution), it is expected that the community-based 
trainer attend every meeting. During subsequent cycles, if 
the community-based trainer is only attending meetings pe-
riodically, the VSLA Group Health Check form should be used 
to document observations, insights, and follow-up actions.

1. VSLA mentoring
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2. �Periodic program monitoring/supervision visits

Periodic program monitoring and supervision visits are a 
crucial component of any project’s M&E strategy. These 
visits enable the project team members who are not com-
munity-based frontline workers to directly observe project 
activities, interact with participants, and gather valuable 
insights that can inform ongoing project management and 
future planning. The following sections describe how to ef-
fectively implement these visits.

Objective: The primary aim of regular field visits is to main-
tain a direct and insightful connection with the project’s 
implementation on the ground. These visits allow trained 
field staff to observe group meetings, provide targeted sup-
port, troubleshoot issues, and collect feedback directly from 
participants. These activities can flag potential problems 
within the VSLA as well as potential gaps or issues with the 
community-based trainer’s performance.

Activities during visits:

•	 Observation: Staff should observe the dynamics of group 
meetings, the implementation of project activities, and 
the interaction between project participants and facili-
tators. Observations should focus on both the content 
of activities and the process of their implementation.

•	 Support: Field visits are an opportunity to provide on-the-
spot support and guidance to frontline staff as well as 
directly to VSLA members. This may include clarifying 
project procedures, offering technical advice, or facili-
tating discussions on best practices.

•	 Feedback collection: Gathering feedback is a two-way 
street that starts with project staff listening to partici-
pants. Staff should collect insights and suggestions from 
participants, fostering a participatory approach to project 
monitoring. Once visiting staff members have thoroughly 
listened to participants’ insights and feedback, staff can 
offer feedback to participants and local partners, aiming 
to strengthen project activities and outcomes. Note: It is 
important for the listening to come first so that the staff 
member’s feedback can be informed by the information 
on the ground. 

•	 Collection of SAVIX MIS data: Field visits are an import-
ant opportunity to assess group financial performance 
(Are they making any profit? To what extent are they using 
their fund? Are members participating actively in meet-
ings? Are members dropping out from the group? etc.)

•	 Review of group record keeping system: Member 
passbooks and the general ledger should be reviewed 
for accuracy.

•	 Key questions during field visit—these are the same 
questions as those outlined above for the frontline 
staff, namely:

-	 Observe group saving and loan operation—are the sav-
ings strong and is the lending wise and equitable?

-	 Observe leadership committee behavior—are manage-
ment committee members playing their roles effec-
tively?

-	 Observe group record keeping system—are individual 
member passbooks and the general ledger being com-
pleted regularly and accurately?

-	 Check if group members are aware of the fund in the 
box—can group members recite the opening balances? 
Are they repeating the ending balances?

-	 Verify other VSLA minimum standards—are all ele-
ments of the VSLA minimum standards being fol-
lowed?

Documentation and reporting: Detailed notes and observa-
tions from each visit should be systematically documented. 
This documentation should capture both qualitative insights 
and quantitative data, providing a comprehensive view of 
the project’s progress and challenges. An adapted version 
of the VSLA Group Health Check, designed to facilitate this 
process, is provided below. Following the visit, field staff 
should compile a report summarizing their findings, con-
clusions, and recommendations for future action. 

Frequency and planning: The frequency of field visits should 
be determined by the project’s scale, complexity, and the 
evolving needs of the participants. Planning should ensure 
that visits are spaced evenly, allowing for timely intervention 
and support across all project locations.

Feedback loop: Establishing a feedback loop is essential. 
Information gathered during field visits should be shared 
with both project management and participants, as appro-
priate. This fosters a culture of transparency, accountability, 
and continuous improvement, encouraging all stakeholders 
to engage actively in refining and enhancing the project.

The primary aim of regular field 
visits is to maintain a direct and 
insightful connection with the project’s 
implementation on the ground.
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3.1. Group health checklist 
The training cycle of a VSLA typically extends over 52 weeks 
and is divided into four principal stages: the Preparation 
Phase, the Intensive Phase, the Development Phase, and 
the Maturity Phase. The transition between these phases 
is critically assessed using the Group Health Check, a tool 
designed to evaluate the group’s readiness to progress from 
the Intensive Phase to the Development Phase and subse-
quently from the Development Phase to the Maturity Phase. 
This assessment is conducted by the community-based 
trainer. It will assess the group’s functionality, cohesion, and 

3. �Tools used for VSLA mentoring and monitoring

adherence to the program’s principles. Key indicators such 
as attendance, savings rates, loan repayments, and member 
participation will be evaluated. The process of carrying out 
the group health check is detailed in the VSLA manual and 
in Annex 1, Field Visit Guide.

Below is the tool extracted from the CARE VSLA manual 
used to conduct the health check of a VSLA group and cri-
teria for assessment.
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Figure 4. Group Health Check Form

VSLA Health Check Form

Group Name Group ID

State/Prefecture District

Sub-District Village/Community

Name of Interviewer

Date of Visit

Final Health Result

Issue Points

1 Did at least 80% of the members attend the meeting?

2 Were the keys held by three members who were not on the committee?

3 Did members recall Loan Fund and Social Fund balances?

4 Were the savings procedures orderly and complete?

5 Were passbook savings records complete and accurate?

6 Were the lending procedures orderly and consistent?

7 Were Passbook loan records complete and accurate?

8 Did the group and the Management Committee follow standard procedures?

9 Did the Secretary announce ending balances in Loan Fund & Social Fund?

10 Were Passbooks the primary record of transactions?

11 Did the Chairperson lead the group effectively? 

12 Did the Secretary perform his/her role effectively?

13 Did the Money Counters perform their roles effectively?

14 Did the members and managers display knowledge of the constitution?

15 Were members engaged in all aspects of the meeting?

Total score

Points Key Total Score Interpretation

1 =	bad/no Good health	 39 – 45 points

2 =	average Acceptable health	 35 – 38 points

3 =	good/yes Poor health	 30 – 34 points

    Sick	 0 – 29 points 

Source: CARE VSLA Manual
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The scores are attributed based on the following criteria.

Figure 5. Scoring Criteria for Group Health Check Form

No. Health Check Question Scoring Rubric (When to score 1, 2 or 3)

1 2 3

1 Did at least 80% of the members 
attend the meeting?

Less than half (less than 15) of 
members attended the meeting

One half to two-thirds (15-20) 
of the members attended 
the meeting

More than two-thirds (20+) 
of the members attended the 
meeting. 

2 Were the keys held by three mem-
bers who were not on the commit-
tee?

2 or 3 keys held by members 
who are part of management 
committee members

1 key held by a member who is 
part of management commit-
tee members

3 keys held by members who 
are not management commit-
tee members

3 Did members recall Loan Fund and 
Social Fund balances?

Majority of the members could 
not remember previous balances

Half of the members recalled/ 
remember previous balances

All members recalled/ remem-
bered previous balances (Social 
fund and loan fund)

4 Were the savings procedures order-
ly and complete?

Savings procedures were not 
followed at all. No roll call, share 
purchase not observed

There was no roll call but all oth-
er procedures were followed

Group was able to follow correct 
Share purchase procedures 
(meeting opening with roll call, 
social fund and share purchase) 
members must observe the 
share purchase

5 Were passbook savings records 
complete and accurate?

All shares have not been calcu-
lated at the end of each page 
(page is full)

Calculation of shares is not com-
pleted on some of the pages 

All shares have been calculated 
on every page that is full in the 
passbook and also accurate/
correct calculation

6 Were the lending procedures order-
ly and consistent?

Poor lending procedures with no 
order. Members are not asked 
the purpose of loans.

Members are not asked for the 
purpose of loan but all other 
procedures are followed.

All lending procedures are 
followed. Members are asked for 
the purpose of loans.

7 Were passbook loan records com-
plete and accurate?

Loan records are either not 
recorded or recorded with 
wrong calculation

Loans records are not clear or 
not completed 

All loan records are completed 
and accurate

8 Did the group and the management 
committee follow standard proce-
dures?

Management committee mem-
bers and group do not follow 
rules, procedures and fines are 
not taken.

Few management commit-
tee members are not active 
(e.g Chairperson does not 
open meeting).

Group and management 
committee members follow all 
procedures, meeting is in order 
and fines are taken.

9 Did the Secretary announce ending 
balances in Loan Fund & So-
cial Fund?

Secretary did not announce the 
ending balances for social fund 
and loan fund for members 
to recall.

Secretary did not announce 
one of the ending balances for 
members to recall.

Secretary announces the ending 
balances for both social fund 
and loan fund for members 
to recall.

10 Were passbooks the primary record 
of transactions?

Group does not enter savings 
and loans in the passbook but 
writes in a notebook.

Group stamps shares in member 
passbook but loans are not 
recorded at the back of the 
member passbook. Loans are 
recorded in a separate notebook.

All records of member savings 
and loans are recorded in the 
individual member passbook.

11 Did the Chairperson lead the group 
effectively? 

Chairperson is not very active, 
does not perform her/his role 
(meeting opening, taking fines, 
leading group discussions, order 
at meeting, etc.)

Chairperson is active but does 
not perform all her/his roles ex-
pected. E.g. does not take fines, 
does not ensure that meeting is 
in order.

Chairperson is active, performs 
her/his role (meeting opening, 
taking fines, leading group dis-
cussions, etc.)
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No. Health Check Question Scoring Rubric (When to score 1, 2 or 3)

1 2 3

12 Did the Secretary perform his/her 
role effectively?

Secretary does not perform 
his/her role, not active, poor 
calculation, poor records, does 
not request for previous balance, 
does not announce ending 
balances, does not enter all 
records in passbook and records 
book, etc.

Secretary is active but forgets 
to perform some of her roles 
expected. E.g., does not ask for 
previous balances and records 
entered are not completed.

Secretary performs his/her 
role, very active, accurate and 
clear calculation, neat records, 
requests for previous balance, 
announces ending balances, 
enters all records in passbook 
and records book, etc.

13 Did the Money Counters perform 
their roles effectively?

Money counters do not count 
monies given to them well, 
do not check for the correct 
currency or weak notes, do not 
mention the amount members 
are saving or loans members are 
taking to the hearing of group 
members, counts the monies 
together instead of one person 
counting before the other to 
check for errors etc. 

Money counters count the mon-
ies together instead of counting 
it one after the other to check for 
errors. 

Money counters are regular and 
able to count monies given to 
them well, they check for the 
correct currency or weak notes, 
mention out loud the amount 
members are saving or loans 
members are taking to the hear-
ing of group members, count 
the monies by individual person 
to know the correct amount with-
out errors. 

14 Did the members and managers 
display knowledge of the consti-
tution?

All members are unable to recite 
or remember the constitution

Half of the members are unable 
to recite or remember their con-
stitution

Majority or all members can 
recite or remember the consti-
tution 

15 Were members engaged in all 
aspects of the meeting?

All members are not engaged, 
the meeting place is noisy and 
no order, members leave meet-
ing place without permission. 
Members are not asked to pay 
attention to meeting procedures

Some members do not pay 
attention to meeting procedures 
and are disorganized.

All members are engaged at ev-
ery stage from the start to finish. 
There is order and members ask 
for permission to make contri-
butions or to leave the meeting 
place. Members are correctly 
seated and pay attention to 
meeting procedures.

Source: CARE VSLA Training Manual

Projects are encouraged to use and/or design forms that 
prompt the community-based trainer to observe and ad-
dress critical issues. To make the form as useful as possible 
for the community-based trainer, it should:

•	 Be easy for them to fill out
•	 Provide space for them to take notes and write obser-

vations, not just enter numbers. There should also be 
space for them to record a summary of the guidance 
they provided.

•	 Remind them of what they learned last time and what 
they need to be looking out for from one visit to the next.

The version of the VSLA Health Check Form below (and in 
blank form in Annex 1) is designed to accomplish the three 
objectives above. As projects develop other data collection 
forms, they should aim to follow this model, so that the 
form is useful for the person collecting the data, not just 
the person aggregating it.

In the example below, you can see that Neema, the com-
munity-based trainer, has done an excellent job following 
up with the VSLA on the issues and challenges that she 
observed during the previous meetings.
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VSLA Health Check Form (example)

Group name Bright Futures VSLA Group ID 170-3

State/prefecture District

Sub-District Village/community

Name of interviewer Neema

Issue Date: August 24, 2024 Date: October 17, 2024 Date: January 15, 2024

Score Observation/follow up Score Observation/follow up Score Observation/follow up

1. Did at least 80% 
of members attend 
the meeting?

3 23 out of 24 members were at the meeting 
(one woman was sick). 

2 15 out of 24 members were at the 
meeting (members said everyone else 
was at harvest)

3 21 out of 24 members were at the meeting (two 
of them stopped attending during the harvest and 
never came back, which is concerning). I made a 
note to follow up with the members who stopped 
attending to understand the reasons.

2. Were the keys 
held by three 
members who 
were not on the 
committee?

3 All three keys were held by members not on 
management committee

1 2 keys were brought by management 
committee members because the key 
holders could not attend. I advised on 
the importance of key holders attending 
the meeting, and handing the key to a 
non-management committee member 
in case of emergency.

3 All three keys were held by members not on 
management committee

3. Did members 
recall Loan Fund 
and Social Fund 
balances?

2 Only about half the members said the opening 
balances out loud. When I asked why, some of 
them said they didn’t hear it properly last week. 
I advised the secretary to state the closing 
balances more loudly next time and to be sure 
everyone hears it clearly and is able to repeat 
it. We practiced at the end of the meeting.

2 Still only about half the members said 
the opening balances out loud. When 
I asked why, most of them said it was 
because they weren’t at last week’s 
meeting due to harvest duties. I made 
sure they all said the closing balance at 
the end of the meeting.

3 Nearly everyone seemed to know the opening 
balance today! They confirmed that they’re saying 
the closing balance loud and clear at the end of 
every meeting.

4. Were the savings 
procedures orderly 
and complete?

3 Members saved as per the minimum 
standards, and flexible shares were used. 
Members saved between 1 and 5 shares 
(around 3 on average)

3 Members saved as per the minimum 
standards, and flexible shares were 
used, although most members saved 
only one share

3 Members saved as per the minimum standards, 
and flexible shares were used—the majority of 
members purchased multiple shares

5. Were passbook 
savings records 
complete and 
accurate?

N/A Pages are not yet full 2 Totals were calculated but several were 
incorrect

3 Totals were calculated and all seemed correct
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Issue Date: August 24, 2024 Date: October 17, 2024 Date: January 15, 2024

Score Observation/follow up Score Observation/follow up Score Observation/follow up

6. Were the lending 
procedures orderly 
and consistent?

N/A There were no loans during this meeting 3** Lending procedures were followed and 
the borrowers gave the purpose of the 
loans, but some members seemed 
unhappy. They didn’t respond when 
I asked why, but when I checked the 
ledger I saw that some borrowers were 
taking loans for the 2nd or 3rd time while 
others had never taken one. When I 
asked why, they said they had better 
capacity. I asked the group to hold off 
on giving the loan and said I would 
come and follow up with them on this 
issue next week.

3 Four members took first-time loans today, and all 
lending procedures were followed.

7. Were passbook 
loan records 
complete and 
accurate?

3 Loan records are complete and all look 
accurate

3 Loan records are complete and all look 
accurate

3 Loan records are complete and all look accurate

8. Did the group and 
the management 
committee 
follow standard 
procedures?

3 Meeting followed standard procedures 2 Meeting followed standard procedures 
but it was clear that they were not 
planning to take fines for members who 
were absent due to the harvest. I asked 
if they wanted to amend the bylaws 
so that each member could miss 1-2 
meetings due to the harvest and they 
said yes, so I’ll work on this with them 
next time.

3 Meeting followed standard procedures

9. Did the Secretary 
announce ending 
balances in Loan 
Fund and Social 
Fund?

3 The Secretary announced the ending balances 
very well and very loudly as we discussed this 
in the meeting (since it seemed she had not 
been doing so previously) 

3 The Secretary announced the ending 
balances loudly and clearly

3 The Secretary announced the ending balances 
loudly and clearly

10. Were passbooks 
the primary record 
of transactions?

3 All savings were recorded in the passbooks; 
there were no loans at this meeting

3 All savings and loans were recorded in 
the passbooks

3 All savings and loans were recorded in the 
passbooks

11. Did the 
Chairperson 
lead the group 
effectively?

2 The Chairperson arrived late (after all the 
members, forcing them to wait) and seemed a 
bit disorganized.

1 The Chairperson seemed to favor some 
members over others when it came time 
to deciding who would be prioritized 
for loans. I made an appointment 
to talk with him before next week’s 
discussion on loan disbursement and 
remind him of the key qualities of a 
good chairperson (trustworthy, fair and 
neutral, etc.)

2 The Chairperson still seems disorganized 
(arrived late and left early today), but the other 
management committee members are working 
effectively so the group seems to be operating 
well despite the Chairperson. I reminded him that 
“organized” is one of the key qualities of a good 
chairperson and asked him to be sure to arrive on 
time and stay for the full meeting next time. Will 
follow up on this.



34	 COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO MONITORING, EVALUATION, AND LEARNING FOR VSLAs 

Issue Date: August 24, 2024 Date: October 17, 2024 Date: January 15, 2024

Score Observation/follow up Score Observation/follow up Score Observation/follow up

12. Did the 
Secretary perform 
his/her role 
effectively?

2 The secretary recorded savings in the 
passbooks and announced the closing 
balances well. But she did not seem to expect 
members to remember the opening balance, 
and I don’t think she would have asked for it if I 
hadn’t prompted her to.

2 The secretary recorded savings in the 
passbooks and announced the closing 
balances well. But again, she did not 
seem to expect members to remember 
the opening balance, and it appears that 
she was right.

3 The secretary recorded savings and loans in the 
passbooks, requested the opening balances, and 
announced the closing balances. She is doing 
great!

13. Did the 
Money Counters 
perform their roles 
effectively?

1 The money counters counted the money 
together rather than separately. When I asked 
them to re-count the money separately, one 
after the other, one of them made several 
mistakes. I met with her after the meeting 
to ask how long she had been in the role; 
she seemed embarrassed and said it was 
only her second time. She said it was her 
first time having any kind of formal role in an 
association, and that she really wanted to do 
well. I reassured her that it would get easier 
with time, and that her fellow VSLA members 
clearly believed in her, and that I did too. I 
suggested that she count more slowly and 
deliberately, and that she practice at home. I 
also emphasized the importance of always 
counting separately.

3 The money counters counted the 
money separately, one after the other. 
The newer money counter did great this 
time—she counted slowly and carefully, 
and made no mistakes at all.

3 The money counters counted the money 
separately, one after the other.

14. Did the 
members and 
managers display 
knowledge of the 
constitution?

N/A We didn’t really have time to talk about the 
constitution today but most of it seemed to be 
followed; I plan to discuss it more thoroughly 
next time.

2 The members were able to recite some 
of the constitution but did not seem to 
be very clear on the fines. We discussed 
this and agreed to amend them last 
time.

3 The members all seemed to know the 
constitution well

15. Were members 
engaged in all 
aspects of the 
meeting?

2 Members were engaged in some aspects of 
the meeting, but things seemed a bit hectic

2 Like last time, things seemed a bit 
hectic

2 Members were somewhat engaged, but the 
chairperson’s disorganized management style 
seems to be affecting the group

Total points/health 30 30/36 (because 3 questions were N/A) 
corresponds to 37.5/45, which is acceptable 
health

34 Poor health 43 Good health. The group is doing much better!
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3.2. SAVIX MIS 
SAVIX Management Information System (SAVIX MIS) is an 
online performance management platform specifically de-
signed to support VSLA and other similar community-based 
savings groups. The SAVIX MIS was launched in 2012, funded 
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Master-
Card Foundation, but has operated as a private enterprise 
since 2018. It is run as in partnerrship by VSL Associates 
of Germany and Kalority Ventures Ltd. of Kenya. The initial 
version was developed through an initiative of the SEEP 
Network’s Savings Groups Working Group and operated 
using an Excel-based macro application that collected and 
calculated key financial performance ratios from individual 
VSLA groups.

SAVIX MIS enables users to gather financial and operational 
data from savings groups. It tracks a range of metrics, in-
cluding savings amounts, loan portfolios, member participa-
tion in group meetings, and member retention. By compiling 
and analyzing this data, the system generates performance 
ratios that help track how groups are functioning over time. 
By aggregating information from multiple groups managed 
by different field officers, the system also facilitates perfor-
mance monitoring at higher organizational levels, including 
the evaluation of field officers’ effectiveness and program 
quality. In this capacity, SAVIX MIS functions as a feedback 
and learning tool providing actionable insights that enable 
field officers to identify areas for improvement, strength-
en group performance, and enhance overall program out-
comes. SAVIX offers both desktop and mobile application 
facilities. The mobile application can be used by the field 
officer or village agent to gather field level data using an-
droid phone or tablets.

SAVIX MIS is CARE’s primary platform for VSLA data collec-
tion, monitoring, and performance assessment. All CARE 
VSLA projects are required to collect SAVIX MIS data from 
active VSLA groups quarterly at minimum, and continue 
to monitor a representative sample of graduated groups 
at least semi-annually. For projects supporting existing 
groups, SAVIX MIS data collection should occur at least 
semi-annually. The Global VSLA team will support CARE 
Country Offices and partners in utilizing SAVIX for program 
quality enhancement.

In this section we will delve into the SAVIX platform to pro-
vide the reader with insights on how to collect, store and an-
alyze data from SAVIX1. Given that there is a detailed guide 
expaling how to setup the SAVIX, the aim of this section is 
to be informative and guide the reader to a more detailed 
SAVIX guive available from the VSLA Asscoaite website.

First we will talk about the SAVIX architecture, followed by 

3.2.1. �Understanding the SAVIX architecture: 
key terminologies

The SAVIX architecture follows a hierarchical structure 
composed of three interconnected levels:

1.	 MIS: The topmost layer and central hub that oversees 
and organizes all project data within an organization 
operating in a specific country.

2.	 Projects: The intermediate operational units within the 
MIS that manage the implementation and monitoring 
of activities.

3.	 VSLA Groups: The foundational level, consisting of the 
VSLA groups implemented under each project.

Key Characteristics of the MIS

•	 The MIS represents the highest level of the SAVIX sys-
tem hierarchy.

•	 It holds and organizes one or more projects that share 
common country and currency parameters.

•	 Each MIS instance is designed for a single country, but 
one country can define multiple MIS instances.

•	 All projects within an MIS use the same currency for 
reporting and analysis.

•	 A single MIS can contain an unlimited number of projects
•	 The MIS is administered by a MIS Administrator, who 

oversees user access and configuration of the system.

A Project represents a specific VSLA initiative, program, or 
intervention implemented under an MIS. Projects are where 
data collection, field activities, and performance tracking 
occur. All group-level data—such as savings, loans, and 
membership—is entered and analyzed at the project level. 
A Project within the SAVIX system may correspond directly 
to a conventional project, such as a donor-funded initiative 
or development program. However, it can also represent a 
subdivision or component of such larger program, depend-
ing on how the organization structures its activities.

1 For more details on the SAVIX and installation, please refer to https://
www.vsla.net/vsla-tools/the-savix-management-information-system/

https://mis.thesavix.org/
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Examples

As we can see in this example the notion of project represent 
the operational area of the project in the traditional sense.Example 1: CARE Tanzania Her Money Her Life 

(HMHL) project

To managed the Her Money Her Life (HMHL) project, 
CARE Tanzania have defined an MIS labelled “CARE 
Tanzania SAVIX Groups”. Under this MIS, the following 
projects corresponding to different district of interven-
tion of the project were defined:

•	 Iringa-Mufindi
•	 Kigoma-Buhigwe
•	 Mbeya-Rungwe
•	 Mbeya-Busokelo
•	 Njombe DC
•	 Njombe TC
•	 Tanga-Bumbuli
•	 Tanga-Korogwe
•	 Tanga-Muheza

Example 2: CARE Ecuador Chauceras Andinas project

Projects within the SAVIX architecture can also be 
structured according to implementing partners. For 
example, in the CARE Ecuador “Chauceras Andinas” 
project, implementation is shared between CARE and 
the local NGO Chuqiragua. The initiative focuses on 
empowering women and youth who are members of 
VSLAs by strengthening their entrepreneurial skills 
and supporting the creation of collective investment 
initiatives designed to boost savings and improve liveli-
hoods. In this case, the project team decided to create 
a single MIS instance, under which two project instanc-
es were established — one for CARE and another for 
the implementing partner (Chuqiragua).

To create a MIS, Access the MIS Platform at https://mis.
thesavix.org/. Then select Register for a New MIS in the 
top left corner of the screen.

https://mis.thesavix.org/.
https://mis.thesavix.org/.
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3.2.2. SAVIX data collection tool
SAVIX data collection takes place during the regular meetings of each VSLA group. The key types of data entered into the 
SAVIX system include one-time data, cycle data, and regular data, as outlined below. The following table, adapted from the 
SAVIX Manual, provides an overview of each data type.

One-time (static) data. These are entered only once, at VSLA formation. 

No. Name Type Description

1 Group Name Text The group name to identify the group. Usually this is chosen by the group.

2 Group trained 
by

Text The name of the person who originally trained the group. This is NOT the designation (such as 
‘Field Officer’ or ‘VA’) but the name of the actual person who originally trained the group. This will 
be matched with a list of names that you will have been pre-entered in the database.

3 Date of first 
training

Date The date on which the group received the first training session to become a savings group. We 
ask for this because it will enable us to always know how long the group has been working as 
an SG. So, for example, if a group already existed (i.e. a farmers’ group) you would not write the 
time it was first trained as a farmers’ group but when it received its first training to be able to start 
operating as a savings group

4 Number of 
members at 
creation of 
group

Numeric The total number of members of the group at the start of the first cycle. This number will NOT 
change in subsequent cycles

5 Latitude/ 
Longitude

Specific to 
one of three 
standard 
conventions

Standard Latitude and Longitude format (Degrees, Minutes, Seconds) This is optional data but 
must be generated by a GPS device and written in one of three standard formats:

1 �Degrees, minutes and seconds. This is the most widely used convention in hand-held GPS 
systems

2 Degrees, minutes and decimal minutes
3 �Degrees, decimal degrees. This is the default convention used by the MIS and is recommended

These data will change only if the group changes its meeting place.
Note: We strongly recommend that GPS data is only entered when using the SAVIX mobile data 
entry application, available on Google Play Store. This is because manual data entry is often 
inaccurately transcribed, whereas on the mobile application it is automatically registered

Cycle data. These are entered at the start of each cycle.

No. Name Type Description

1 Group name Text The group name to identify the group. Usually this is chosen by the group.

2 Cycle number Numeric This is the cycle number of the group. A cycle is a period in which a group saves, gives loans to 
its members and finally shares out its assets. In most Savings Group programmes this is 1 year. 
It is quite common for people who are collecting data to forget about changing this number when 
a group moves to a new cycle, so care is needed to ensure that the number of the new cycle is 
entered.

3 Date savings 
started this cycle

Date The date when the people started saving money during this cycle. It does not refer to the date that 
the group first started saving, if the group is now in a subsequent cycle. This field will be empty 
when a new cycle starts but after being filled in it will not be changed

4 Group status at 
start of cycle

Text Choice: Supervised or Self-managed. A group may still be receiving training and supervision as a 
savings group, in which case it is defined as Supervised, or it may be operating independently and 
no longer being trained or supervised, but only monitored, in which case it will be defined as Self-
managed. If a programme is carrying out other activities with the Savings Group that are not related 
to savings and credit, this is not relevant. The status as being Supervised/Self-managed only refers 
to the savings and credit activities of the group.

5 Group monitored 
by 

Text The name of the person who is monitoring the group. A group can be supervised and therefore 
monitored, but it can also be self-managed but still monitored (usually if a programme is 
monitoring a sample of groups for the long-term).

6 Registered 
members when 
savings started 
this cycle

Numeric The number of group members at the start of the current cycle. This will be the same as the 
number of registered members filled out on the Group Static Fields sheet for the first cycle, but may 
change in subsequent cycles.
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No. Name Type Description

7 Savings re-
invested at start 
of cycle

Currency The total amount of money that members carried over as their personal savings from the previous 
cycle into the new cycle. 

8 Property at start 
of cycle

Currency The value of the physical property owned by the group at the start of the cycle, not including 
any money. The value of this property is listed only as the purchase price paid. No depreciation or 
appreciation is estimated.

Regular data. These are collected quarterly if possible.

No. Name Type Description

Information

9 Date of data collection Date The exact date this data was collected in the field.

10 No. of registered 
Members now

Numeric The number of people at the time of data collection who are considered by the group to be 
members. They may not be present at the meeting for various reasons (i.e. illness) but are 
counted as members.

11 No. of registered women 
now

Numeric The number of women at the time of data collection who are considered by the group to be 
members.

12 No. of Members 
attending this meeting

Numeric The number of group members attending the meeting at the time of data collection. This 
information is usually gathered towards the end of the meeting when all latecomers have 
arrived.

13 Dropouts this cycle Numeric The amount of dropouts in this cycle until this moment. A dropout is a member who has 
left the group for any reason (voluntarily leaving for no specific reason, removal by the 
other members for reasons they deem sufficient, death, moving away to live elsewhere 
etc.)

Loans and savings

14 Value of Savings this 
cycle 

Currency Total value of all savings to date this cycle (including savings re-invested at start of cycle) 
NOTE: It does NOT include Loan fund cash in box or at bank and it does NOT include any 
interest paid. Savings are ONLY the total of what all members have contributed since the start 
of the cycle

15 Value of loans 
outstanding

Currency Total value of the principal sum remaining to be paid of all loans at the moment of data 
collection. It does not matter if the loan is being paid on time or is late: the amount that is 
listed is the total value of all remaining principal to be repaid. It does not include interest.

16 No. of loans outstanding Numeric Number of loans outstanding at the time of data collection.

17 Write offs this cycle Currency The amount of any loans lost or forgiven during this cycle. This is a cumulative figure

18 Loan fund cash in box Currency The amount of Cash in the Box which is available to members for loans. 

Analysis of SAVIX data
The SAVIX system computes a variety of ratios that explore member satisfaction, financial performance, and group oper-
ating efficiency, thereby offering a comprehensive analysis of the performance of VSLA groups. These metrics yield critical 
insights into the financial well-being and operational effectiveness of the groups, particularly for project staff who do not have 
regular face-to-face interactions with VSLAs. By grasping these ratios, program managers can see where problem areas lie 
and make well-informed decisions on where to extend additional support to VSLAs, thereby strengthening struggling VSLAs 
and enhancing the project’s overall impact and sustainability.
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Table 3. SAVIX ratios and their meaning

Financial 
ratios

How ratios are 
calculated

How to interpret and use the data

Member satisfaction ratios

Members’ 
attendance 
rate

Count of members 
present at a meeting 
divided by the total 
registered members, 
then multiplied by 
100 to express it as a 
percentage.

This metric measures participation in regular meetings, which typically occur weekly and are 
essential for maintaining fund management transparency.
Members are expected to attend every meeting. However, sometimes members may be 
absent due to family emergencies, illness, or travel. In addition, attendance rates may drop 
significantly during seasonal periods of high labor, such as harvesting. These occurrences are 
typically not a cause for concern.
Low or declining attendance rates that are not explained by seasonal factors are important to 
look into, as they could suggest financial distress within the community or the VSLA, strained 
relationships, or a deeper problem such as conflict or corruption.
It is also important for field staff to make a note of demographic patterns in attendance, to 
ensure that members’ needs are being met. Who is not attending consistently? For example, 
if women/mothers are not attending regularly, maybe the VSLA needs to meet at a more 
convenient time/location or organize local childcare. If poorer members are not attending 
consistently, maybe the VSLA is not properly practicing flexible shares. 

Member 
retention 
rate

Number of members 
who remain at the 
time of visit divided 
by the total number 
of members at the 
beginning of the cycle, 
multiplied by 100.

The retention rate measures the ability of the group to keep its members. A low or declining 
membership rate may be a sign of a variety of factors, some more serious than others:
•	 A logistical issue—for example, if VSLA meetings are being held on days when many 

members are not available, or too far for members to attend, or at an inconvenient time. 
In this case, project staff can work with the VSLA to renegotiate the meeting time/place, 
and/or potentially to split the VSLA in two to make it easier for members to attend close to 
home.

•	 An economic issue—if members are struggling financially and do not have enough money 
to save. In this case, project staff can work with the VSLA to make sure that they are 
practicing flexible shares, and potentially to reduce the share value to allow more members 
to participate.

•	 A serious issue within the group—such as interpersonal conflict, poor management, fraud, 
exclusion, or other issues. In this case, project staff should meet with members who have 
left the group to understand what happened, and if it is possible to rectify the situation. 

Retention can also be negatively correlated with the age of the groups. At the time of group 
formation, retention may be higher and could decrease with the age of the groups. 

Membership 
growth rate

Initial member count 
subtracted from 
member count at 
time of assessment, 
divided by initial 
member count, then 
multiplied by 100.

The membership growth rate measures the percentage change in the number of members 
of a VSLA group between the start of a cycle and a specific evaluation point. A positive rate 
indicates an increase in membership, whereas a negative rate reflects a decrease. Factors 
contributing to a decline in membership may include dissatisfaction among members, 
migration, or the appeal of alternative methodologies or groups.

Financial performance ratios

Average 
saving per 
member

Total savings divided 
by the number of 
members in the group

This ratio indicates the average amount saved by each member, providing insight into the 
group’s saving culture and the financial commitment of its members, as well as their basic 
capacity. 
In general, a higher value is positive, as it indicates strong interest and potential to invest 
by members. However, a lower value is not necessarily negative, particularly if the project is 
targeting vulnerable participants who are unable to save very much. 
Savings will vary depending on where the group is in the cycle (particularly if members tend 
to spend/invest their share-out rather than re-investing it in the group), but the next ratio 
(average annualized saving per member) allows for more comparison across groups and 
across years.



40	 COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO MONITORING, EVALUATION, AND LEARNING FOR VSLAs 

Financial 
ratios

How ratios are 
calculated

How to interpret and use the data

Average 
annualized 
saving per 
member

Average saving per 
member divided by 
number of months 
since start of cycle, 
multiplied by 12

This is the annualized value of the previous indicator (average saving per member) to take 
into account the duration in the cycle. This indicator is a projection over a year of the savings 
per member to date. This projection tells us on average how much an average VSLA member 
is likely to save, given the current saving pattern, in one year’s time, and allows year-on-year 
comparisons.

Annualized 
return on 
saving

How is this calculated? This ratio extends the current return rate observed within the average VSLA to forecast the 
return members can anticipate after one year of participation. This rate is expressed as a 
percentage, reflecting the potential gain on the initial savings contributed by a member. An 
annualized return on savings of 100% signifies that members can expect to double their initial 
savings over the course of a year. For example, if a member invests $200 into the VSLA, a 
100% annualized return would yield an additional $200 in earnings, totaling $400 after one 
year. 
This performance indicator provides insight into the effectiveness and profitability of 
membership in a VSLA group, serving as a benchmark for potential and current members to 
evaluate the financial benefits of their involvement.

Average 
outstanding 
loan size

Total outstanding 
loans divided by the 
number of borrowers

The average outstanding loan size denotes the mean amount of loan yet to be repaid by 
members of a group, serving as an indicator of the members’ debt capacity. Lower averages 
may suggest a variety of scenarios:
•	 Members may have limited ability to manage larger loans
•	 There may be restricted funds available for investment
•	 There may be a preference for consumption-based loans over investment opportunities, 

reflecting potential constraints in accessing or identifying viable investment ventures
•	 Many members may all have requested loans at once

Operating efficiency ratios

% of 
members 
with loan 
outstanding

Number of current 
borrowers divided by 
the total number of 
members

This ratio measures the proportion of group members who currently have an outstanding 
loan, reflecting the accessibility and distribution of loans within the group. This percentage 
is a key indicator of how equitably loan access is provided among members. A higher 
percentage suggests broad access to loans, implying a lending policy that works for the 
broadest range of VSLA members, while a lower percentage may indicate that loan access is 
limited or disproportionately concentrated among certain group members.
A lower percentage may be problematic if loans are being channeled to more powerful group 
members at the expense of others.

Fund 
utilization 
rate

Current total 
outstanding loan value 
divided by current total 
savings

This ratio measures the proportion of available funds that are currently deployed in loans to 
members, serving as an indicator of the credit demand within a group. 
A high utilization rate suggests strong demand for credit and efficient use of funds, indicating 
that members are actively seeking and utilizing loans for various purposes. 
Conversely, a low utilization rate may signal weak demand for credit, excess liquidity, or 
potential underutilization of available resources, possibly pointing to a need for the group to 
reassess its lending strategies or member engagement practices.

Source: Adapted from SEEP Network (2008): “Ratios sub-group Ratio Analysis of Community-managed Microfinance Programs” 

The table below presents an example of SAVIX ratios, extracted from the CARE Access Africa program for a sample of CARE 
programs for the period October-December 2009.
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Table 4. SAVIX ratios across CARE program countries, 2009

Ethiopia Kenya Malawi Mali Rwanda Tanzania Uganda

Number of members monitored 12,677 171,256 9,419 8,198 4,668 124,302 79,720

% women 73% 67% 80% 100% 80% 68% 69%

Client satisfaction

R1. Attendance rate 96% 98% 88% 84% 95% 91% 82%

R2. Retention rate 98% 99% 94% 99% 99% 99% 100%

Financial performance

R5. Annualized return on savings 36% 105% 63% 29% 53% 69% 80%

R7. Average loan size in USD 12 15.6 25.5 18.9 4.1 58.1 22.9

Operating efficiency

R11. % of members with active loans 15% 49% 54% 28% 44% 24% 61%

R12. Fund utilization rate 37% 83% 52% 51% 72% 63% 76%
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The MEL team should have the endline in mind when design-
ing the baseline, as the endline evaluation should be a repeat 
of the baseline survey. Key issues to consider include:

•	 Overall evaluation design (to maximize internal and exter-
nal validity, while maintaining feasibility)

•	 Sampling: sample size and strategy (to ensure a rep-
resentative sample of the overall “population” of proj-
ect participants)

When evaluating the impact of a VSLA program, it’s import-
ant to do so in a way that tells us as much as possible 
about the effectiveness of the project’s approach. To do 
this, the evaluation should, to the extent possible, distin-
guish the program’s effects from other influences that could 
affect outcomes of interest for participants (this is internal 
validity). Ideally, the evaluation would also tell us whether 
the outcomes would likely be replicated in another setting 
(this is external validity). For more on internal and external 
validity, see the text box below.

CHAPTER 4

VSLA Program Evaluation
​​The evaluation process is a critical component in understanding the effectiveness, outcomes, and impacts of a VSLA pro-
gram. Unlike monitoring, which is an ongoing activity throughout the program’s lifecycle, evaluation is conducted at specific, 
predetermined points to provide a deeper analysis of the program’s achievements and areas for improvement. The MEL plan 
(covered in Chapter 2) serves as a blueprint for the evaluation process, outlining the key indicators for success, methodol-
ogies for data collection, responsible parties for conducting the evaluation, the learning agenda and the timeline for each 
evaluation activity. 

The evaluation of a VSLA program typically entails the following elements:

1.	 A rolling baseline conducted at the inception of the program, immediately following the identification of project partici-
pants and formation of groups

2.	 A midterm review, conducted midway through the program, to assess the program’s progress towards its goals and objec-
tives

3.	 Endline data collection, a replication of the baseline, to track changes on a cohort of participants. The project’s final eval-
uation is a comprehensive external assessment conducted at the end of the program, to examine the extent to which the 
program has achieved its intended outcomes and impacts.

In this chapter, we delve deeply into each component, providing practical examples that illustrate how to design and imple-
ment them effectively. We also discuss best practices, drawing on real-world applications to enhance understanding.

Who is this chapter primarily written for? MEL managers and Project managers

To the extent possible, project evaluations should be conducted by an external firm to ensure neutrality. For smaller projects, 
this may not be possible, and project staff may need to lead the entire process. Even for larger projects, project staff may be 
expected to write the scope of work for the contract, review tools and approaches, provide feedback on methodology, and 
review drafts of inception reports and baseline, midterm, and final evaluation reports. Hence it is critical that the MEL team 
and project managers be well versed in what makes for a strong evaluation.

1. Overall evaluation design

Back to 
Contents
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A note on internal and external validity
The internal validity of a study is about making sure that 
the changes we see are actually caused by the program 
itself and not something else. Imagine we’re looking at a 
VSLA program and notice that participants are saving more 
money. If the study is internally valid, we can confidently 
say it’s because of the program. This means the study was 
set up in a way that rules out other reasons for the increase 
in savings, like a local economy boost or a seasonal job 
surge. High internal validity ensures that the positive re-
sults we are measuring, such as more savings, are due 
to the VSLA program and not because of outside factors.

External validity refers to the generalizability of the findings 
from a research study to a broader population or setting. For 
example, if we find out that a VSLA program helps a group 
of people in a rural village save more money, external validity 
tells us if we can expect the same positive results if we try 
the program in a different village or with a different group 
of people. If a study has high external validity, it means we 
can be confident that what we learned from the study about 
saving more money can work not just in the original group 
or place studied but also in other situations and locations.

To ensure the internal and external validity of a study, it’s im-
portant to manage and minimize various biases that can dis-
tort the result of an evaluation. In particular, studies should 
control for the following dynamics to the extent possible:

•	 Selection bias: This occurs when the participants in the 
study are not representative of the overall target popu-
lation. For example, if more motivated individuals join a 
VSLA program, their success might be attributed more 
to their inherent motivation than the program itself. Given 
the self-selected nature of VSLA membership, controlling 
for selection bias can be difficult to do, but some study 
designs can help with this, as outlined in the next section.

•	 History effects: External events unrelated to the inter-
vention may influence outcomes. For instance, a new 
government policy that improves access to credit for 
small entrepreneurs could lead to increased incomes for 
VSLA participants during the life of a project. A simple 
baseline and endline that fail to look at context may con-
clude that since VSLAs members’ incomes increased 
over the course of the project, that the increase was due 
to the project. This may be incorrect, as the increase 
may have been due, at least in part, to the new govern-
ment policy on credit access. Including a control, or 
comparison, group in the study can help mitigate the 
likelihood that history effects will undermine the internal 
validity of an evaluation.

•	 Maturation: Changes in participants over time, not 
related to the intervention, can affect outcomes. For 
example, participants might naturally become more 
financially literate over time, which could be mistakenly 
attributed to the VSLA program. A comparison group is 
the best way of controlling for maturation effects.

•	 Testing effects: The mere act of being evaluated can 
influence participant behavior, potentially skewing out-
comes. If VSLA members know they’re being studied, 
they might alter their saving or borrowing behavior. This 
is generally not considered to be a major risk, as house-
holds are unlikely to significantly alter their savings pat-
terns as a result of the occasional collection of data. 

•	 Attrition: Participants dropping out of the program can 
affect the results, especially if those who drop out differ 
systematically from those who stay. For example, par-
ticipants struggling financially might be more likely to 
drop out of a VSLA program, potentially skewing the per-
ceived success of the program. Attrition can be difficult 
to control for, but it should be measured and reported. 
The member retention rate, part of the monitoring sys-
tem, enables the project to track attrition in real time.

•	 Instrumentation: Changes in the observers, scoring meth-
ods, or measurement tools used over time can introduce 
inconsistencies in the data. A carefully designed baseline, 
which can then be replicated at endline, can help mitigate 
the risk of instrumentation effects, as can the written 
translation of survey tools into local languages (rather 
than relying on enumerators to translate as they speak).

•	 External validity threats: Here, we consider how gen-
eralizable the findings might be to other settings and 
populations. In general, it is important not to assume 
that the findings of one evaluation will be replicable in 
a context that is significantly different from the context 
where the evaluation was conducted.

-	 Population validity: Population validity refers to the 
generalizability of results across different groups. 
Success in rural areas might not mirror urban sce-
narios with differing economic conditions.

-	 Ecological validity: The setting of the study might limit 
the applicability of its findings to other contexts. Suc-
cess in controlled environments might not reflect real-
world conditions where variables are less predictable.

-	 Temporal validity: The time at which the evaluation 
is conducted can affect its generalizability. Economic 
conditions, societal norms, and technology use can 
evolve, meaning an evaluation’s conclusions might 
not hold true in the future.
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Studies with control/comparison groups
One of the most effective ways to increase the internal va-
lidity of an evaluation (or to demonstrate that the outcomes 
seen at endline are due to the project’s interventions) is to 
have a control or comparison group whose members are 
similar to the project participants, but who do not partic-
ipate in the project. Measuring key indicators at baseline 
and endline for both the participant group and the control/
comparison group is an effective way of maximizing the 
likelihood that the changes observed at endline are due to 
the project’s interventions. 

In practice, however, establishing solid control/comparison 
groups can be challenging for VSLA programs to achieve, 
and can raise ethical issues.

Studies with control groups: randomized 
controlled trials (RCTs)
A randomized controlled trial is considered a strong evalua-
tion design methodology because it helps control for threats 
to internal validity.1 An RCT typically involves a control group 
(a group that is similar to the “treatment” group but does 
not receive the intervention being studied), with the random 
assignment of participants to either the intervention group 
or the control group. This randomization helps to maximize 
the comparability of the groups, which maximizes the like-
lihood that any observed differences between the groups 
is due to the intervention itself, rather than to pre-existing 
differences between the participants. Data are collected 
from both groups before and after the intervention, allowing 
researchers to assess any changes that occur as a result 
of the intervention. 

1 For more detail, see RealWorld Evaluation: Working Under Budget, 
Time, Data, and Political Constraints by Michael Bamberger, Jim Rugh, 
and Linda Mabry, 2006

Figure 6. Diagram of an RCT
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RCTs are valued for their ability to provide internal validity, 
but they are typically not a good option for VSLA programs, 
for both practical and ethical reasons:

•	 Participants in VSLA programs self-select into VSLAs, 
and this self-selection is a crucial part of the approach. 
Random assignment to VSLA membership or participa-
tion is incompatible with the self-selection process.

•	 The attempt to preserve a perfect “control” group that 
does not participate in the intervention (VSLAs) can lead 
to ethical problems, for example if a group of individuals 
from the control group decides they want to replicate the 
VSLA approach but are told that they should not do so 
until the study is completed. 
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Furthermore, the controlled environments in which RCTs 
are conducted may not fully capture the complexities of 
real-world settings, potentially affecting the external validity 
(ecological and population validity) of their findings. 

RCTs can, however, be the go-to approach for comparing dif-
ferent VSLA models. For example, a project might random-
ly assign groups to receive either a standard VSLA model 
or a model with an added feature, and then compare their 
outcomes. When doing so, it is important to ensure that 
the evaluation process does not undermine the principle 
of self-determination for VSLAs and their members. For in-
stance, an RCT may be used to randomly assign an addition-
al benefit to one set of VSLAs—for example, an additional 
training or a new experimental curriculum, or to randomize 
the rollout of an intervention that would have been done 
in phases anyway, due to implementation constraints. But 
RCTs should never be used to restrict or force VSLAs to 
adopt specific approaches or to invest their money in spe-
cific ways (e.g. randomly “assigning” some VSLAs to do 
collective investment, and others not to), as these must be 
freely chosen by VSLAs. 

through a process called propensity score matching. The 
baseline data would be used to create the best-matching 
comparison group possible, and the baseline report would 
provide a comparison of how similar or different the project 
participants and the comparison group are.

Maximizing an evaluation’s validity 
without a comparison group
If it is not possible to construct any type of control or com-
parison group, the project can still address internal validity 
concerns through a careful analysis of context that may 
have an impact on the indicators of interest, including 
weather and other factors that impact crop productivity 
(e.g. seasonal/periodic crop pests and diseases), govern-
ment policies, local and larger-scale market factors, conflict, 
and other factors. This contribution analysis should use the 
theory of change and qualitative inquiries to provide a fuller 
picture. Further guidance on this is provided in the Endline/
Final Evaluation section, below. 

Adhering to ethical implementation 
principles must always override the 
search for a “perfect” evaluation.

Other types of evaluations with  
comparison groups
Although RCTs are often impractical, it may still be possi-
ble to have a carefully constructed comparison group that 
can serve as the counterfactual for the project interven-
tion. This can be complicated to do, but it is not impossi-
ble. The comparison group would need to be constructed 
from communities and villages that are similar to the target 
communities and villages, but are not included in the proj-
ect. For example, if the project has a geographic boundary 
(e.g. working in specific districts but not others), and there 
are villages near the border of those districts that are very 
similar in socioeconomic status, demographic data, wa-
ter access, etc., but are excluded because they are outside 
the intervention districts, it may be possible for the evalu-
ation team to construct a comparison group from those 
villages. The baseline would oversample from within this 
community, and then use the baseline demographic data, 
including household size, education levels, livelihood types, 
income or assets, etc., to “match” comparison households/
individuals with project participant households/individuals, 
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Baseline
A baseline study is designed to accurately capture the ini-
tial conditions of the target group against key indicators 
prior to the program’s implementation. This “before” picture 
serves as a crucial benchmark for evaluating the program’s 
effectiveness during follow-up studies (midline and endline). 
Consistency in methodology across these assessments is 
key, including the use of the same sampling frame, tools, 
data collection methods, and timing as established in the 
baseline study.

The necessity for such consistency has implications for var-
ious aspects of the baseline. Ideally, an accurate measure 
of the program’s outcomes requires a clear understanding 
of the participants before implementation. This includes 
knowledge of the geographic areas targeted by the pro-
gram (regions, districts, and villages) and an identification 
of the direct participants or the “universe of participants.” 
By knowing the “universe of participants”, we can draw from 
it a representative sample to feed the baseline. Tying the 
baseline to the actual “universe of participants” is a cru-
cial step towards setting up an evaluation that will lead to 
meaningful data—otherwise, it risks simply being a situation 
analysis that serves relatively little purpose.

Knowing the “universe of participants” for baseline data 
sampling and collection sounds straightforward, but in prac-
tice, it is not always easy, particularly at the very start of 
the program. For VSLA programs, two interrelated factors 
complicate the process: (1) Unlike programs such as food 
assistance where participants are pre-determined, VSLA 

programs typically involve people self-selecting to join 
groups, which can make it difficult to collect baseline data 
prior to the start of interventions, since project staff do not 
know who will join the VSLA until they actually join it. (2) 
Project teams typically do not establish all targeted VSLA 
groups simultaneously, but rather roll out implementation 
gradually, forming additional groups each year or quarter. 
These two factors can make it difficult to know exactly who 
the “universe of participants” will be within the targeted 
community prior to the start of interventions. As a result, a 
baseline study sampled from the overall target population 
prior to VSLA formation may not accurately represent the 
final participant population. 

Rolling baseline approach
To address the challenge above, it is recommended that pro-
grams: 1) conduct baseline data collection from households 
immediately after they have join VSLAs, and 2) employ a 
rolling baseline approach, which entails collecting separate 
baseline data for different cohorts of VSLAs as the program 
expands its implementation. 

The figure below illustrates the rolling baseline approach. 
In the figure, the columns represent the years of project 
implementation, while the rows depict each cohort of VSLA 
groups. VSLA groups that are formed in the same year be-
long to the same cohort. This ensures relative homogeneity 
within each group in terms of the duration of their exposure 
to the program. Baseline data are collected from new par-
ticipants (a new cohort) entering the program each year.

2. �Designing the baseline, midterm review, and endline/final evaluation

Figure 7. Rolling baseline diagram

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 

COHORT 1 B1 X X X X E 

          

COHORT 2     B2 X X X E 

          

COHORT 3         B3 X X E

Legend
X = Treatment/intervention, in this particular case the VSLA trainings 
B = Baseline data collection



47	 COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO MONITORING, EVALUATION, AND LEARNING FOR VSLAs 

The first cohort of VSLAs is established in the initial year of 
the program. By the fifth year, these groups will have ben-
efited from four years of program exposure. Immediately 
after the groups are formed (and ideally before any intensive 
training has been provided), a representative sample from 
this first cohort is selected, and baseline data are collected. 
This cohort’s endline data are collected in the fifth year.

For the second cohort of groups, group formation and train-
ing start in the second year. Baseline data for these groups 
are gathered from a randomly selected sample immediately 
after group formation and before the training begins in Year 
2. The endline data for these groups are collected in Year 
5, simultaneously with the endline data collection for the 
first cohort.

The goal is to select a representative sample from each 
cohort. While these samples may not be representative of 
the universe of all VSLA groups established throughout the 
project’s duration (for example if a third cohort of VSLAs 
is formed in Year 3, and receives only two years of project 
support), they accurately represent the specific cohorts. 
While a program might consider sampling three or more 
cohorts to maximize the representativeness of the overall 
sample, it is advisable to concentrate on a maximum of two 
cohorts, as the first and second cohorts have the longest 
exposure to the program. 

A program may opt for more frequent data collection inter-
vals, such as annually or biennially, instead of waiting until 
Year 5, which can be helpful in assessing and understanding 
trends. However, the decision to increase the frequency of 
data collection should carefully consider the associated 
costs and the utility of the data gathered. It’s important to 
note that many significant outcomes and impacts of the pro-
gram are likely to manifest within a 2- to 3-year timeframe.

Mid-term review (MTR)
The mid-term review typically occurs at the project’s halfway 
point. This internal or external evaluation serves primarily as 
a formative assessment and learning opportunity to guide 
program improvement during the remaining implementa-
tion period.

The MTR serves as a crucial opportunity for the program 
team to step back and reflect. This includes:

1.	 Assessing progress made towards program objectives
2.	 Identifying areas where the program is excelling
3.	 Highlighting areas requiring improvement to achieve 

remaining goals

4.	 Uncovering key learnings and insights gained during 
implementation so far

5.	 Gathering participants feedback and recommendations

If the budget allows, it can be very useful for the mid-term 
review to include a survey tracking progress towards project 
outcomes, using the same tools as the baseline. If a full 
survey is not possible, the MTR should at the very least lever-
age existing M&E data. And in all cases, the MTR should 
entail the collection of qualitative data, gathering partici-
pants’ feedback and analyzing it to identify potential areas 
for course correction.

Qualitative data may vary depending on the focus of the 
project, but is likely to include eliciting feedback on partic-
ipants’ experiences within VSLAs, such as:

•	 Do you feel like your life has changed as a result of your 
participation in the VSLA? If yes, how so? What has made 
the greatest impact?

•	 Do you believe the VSLA can help you reach your goals?
-	 If yes, how? 
-	 If not, why not? What would it take for things to be dif-

ferent?
•	 In what ways do you believe your VSLA is succeeding?
•	 In what ways do you believe your VSLA is struggling?

The MTR should culminate in a set of actionable recommen-
dations specifically designed to enhance program effective-
ness for the remaining implementation period. 

Final evaluation
The project’s final evaluation aims to conduct a thorough 
assessment at the program’s conclusion. This evaluation 
is designed to measure the achievement of intended out-
comes and impacts, leveraging both quantitative and quali-
tative data accumulated from baseline and endline surveys, 
alongside continuous monitoring efforts throughout the 
project’s lifecycle.

The OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) 
provides useful guidance for conducting final evaluations, 
proposing that these assess the project’s effectiveness, 
efficiency, relevance, impact, and sustainability. Final eval-
uations should assess change, consolidate lessons learned, 
and share these insights with all project stakeholders. While 
prioritizing a learning focus, the final evaluation, conducted 
by an external consultant under CARE’s guidance, should 
maintain rigorous independence and objectivity in its re-
sults.
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The sample for VSLA program evaluations is a two-stage random sample, representative of each yearly cohort of VSLAs. At 
the first stage of sampling, a sample of VSLAs is selected randomly among the groups of the cohort. At the second stage, 
all members of the sampled VSLAs are interviewed.

3. Sampling

Sample size:

•	 Sample size is independent of population 
size: it depends on the heterogeneity or 
homogeneity of the population in relation 
to the variable we want to measure.

Dealing with unavailable respondents and attrition:3.

2.

1.
Sampling approach:

•	 Random selection is crucial: 
the sample should be randomly 
selected to minimize selection 
bias. 

Rules of thumb for sampling

•	 Larger samples improve precision: the more 
we sample, the better the precision of our 
estimates. Accuracy increases with sample 
size. Sampling is about deciding the best 
option given the available budget.

•	 Stratification enhances precision: stratification 
involves dividing the population into homoge-
neous subgroups based on characteristics such 
as sex, geographic location, or ecological region. 
This improves the accuracy of estimates.

•	 Account for attrition in panel surveys: if you 
are conducting a panel survey (interviewing the 
same households over time), some individuals 
may be lost between the baseline and follow-up 
surveys due to unavailability or being unreach-
able. To mitigate this, an appropriate increase 
in sample size should be planned based on 
estimated attrition rates.

•	 No replacement of unavailable 
respondents: if a selected individual is 
unavailable or declines participation, 
they should not be replaced to avoid 
biasing the sample. Instead, potential 
attrition should be factored into the 
initial sample size.
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n: required minimum sample size of VSLA members per survey round 

d: the design effect is a crucial consideration in two-stage cluster sampling. It accounts for the increased 
variance caused by clustering compared to simple random sampling; d is directly related to the intra-cluster 
correlation (ICC), which measures the similarity of outcomes within a cluster. In practice, “d” is often set to 2 
for surveys of a similar nature.

P1: is the estimated level of an indicator measured as a proportion at the time of the initial survey. For exam-
ple, if the indicator of interest is “the proportion of women making key decisions at the household level,” P1 
denotes this specific proportion. To determine P1 value, researchers should consult previous studies, such as 
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), that have measured similar indicators. If such data are unavailable or 
the indicator has not been previously measured, it is recommended to assume P1 as 50%. This conservative 
approach ensures the calculation of the largest sample size required, thereby accommodating the maximum 
variability and ensuring the study is adequately powered to detect meaningful differences or changes in the 
indicator over time.

P2: represents the anticipated level of an indicator at a future date, and the difference between P2 and P1 
(P2 - P1) signifies the magnitude of change that the study aims to detect. A larger difference between P2 and 
P1 indicates a more substantial change and consequently reduces the required sample size. This is because 
larger changes between pre- and post-intervention measures are easier to detect statistically, requiring fewer 
participants to achieve the same level of statistical power. In essence, as the expected change increases, the 
sensitivity needed to detect smaller changes decreases, thereby reducing the sample size necessary to observe 
statistically significant differences.

Zα: refers to the z-score associated with the chosen level of confidence, indicating how confidently one can 
conclude that an observed change of magnitude (P2 - P1) is not due to chance. This z-score is derived from the 
level of statistical significance denoted as “α.” The smaller the α, the higher the confidence level and the larger 
the z-score. For example, an α of 0.05, which corresponds to a 95% confidence level, yields a Zα value of 1.96.

Zβ: is the z-score corresponding to the power of the test, reflecting the confidence with which evaluators aim 
to detect a true change of size (P2 - P1). With β often set at 20% to achieve a statistical power of 80%, the Zβ 
value is 0.84. 

Formula for sampling
The required sample size of VSLA members is determined using the following formula1: 

These parameters should be selected accordingly under time and budget constraints. From that we can then derive the 
number of groups to select in order to reach the required sample size. We get this by dividing the sample size by the aver-
age number of members by group. The final sample size should be corrected for expected non-response and attrition in 
follow-up (members dropping out of the groups from baseline to final survey). Generally, we assume a non-response rate of 
5%. Thus, the sample size corrected would be nc=n/(1-Q). Where c represents the corrected sample size and Q represents 
the non-response rate.

1 Magnani, R. (1997, December). Sampling guide. Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance Project (FANTA), Academy for Educational Development 
(AED).



50	 COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO MONITORING, EVALUATION, AND LEARNING FOR VSLAs 

Stratification 
Depending on the interest of each project, you may decide 
to compare different strata of the project. For instance, proj-
ects may want to compare the impact of groups by imple-

menting partner organizations or by geographic area, etc. In 
such a situation, you need to select the same sample size 
for each of these units. 

4. Data collection

Data collection approaches
Selected respondents are interviewed using the VSLA Mem-
ber Survey Questionnaire or other survey tool at baseline 
and endline. Survey tools and methodology are discussed 
in Chapter 5.

Whenever possible, baseline data should be collected by 
external enumerators hired for the purpose. Prior experi-
ence has shown that data collection by project staff may 
lead to some bias even at baseline, as participants were 
reluctant to provide information on their assets, expecting 
support from the project. In subsequent evaluations, the risk 
of bias with data collected by project staff is even greater, as 

participants may feel pressured to report improvements to 
project staff with whom they have been working for years. 

Enumerators must also be fluent in local languages and 
must not rely on project staff for interpretation, as this may 
skew participants’ responses.

Seasonality and timing of data collection
Given the significant seasonal fluctuations in cash flow, food 
availability, and other economic dynamics in rural commu-
nities, it is important for the baseline and endline to be con-
ducted at the same time of year to maximize comparability.

5. Data analysis

Data will be collected using KoboCollect and exported to 
SPSS/SAS or STATA for analysis. The M&E specialist (or ex-
ternal consultants) will be in charge of producing baseline & 
final reports on the Member Survey. The data analysis report 
will include data on each indicator of the project indicators 
disaggregated by various variables (age, sex of the member, 
district/region, etc.) from baseline and final survey.

Further guidance on data analysis will be provided in Volume 
II of this manual. 
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Once you have developed your MEL Plan, you have identified 
the key indicators you want to measure. This section guides 
you on crafting a questionnaire to collect the necessary 
data. If the indicator is adapted from standard indicators, 
such as those provided by the United Nations (UN), World 
Bank (WB), and other reputable organizations, these indica-
tors typically come with associated data collection tools or 
predefined questions for measurement. In such instances, 
it is advisable to refer directly to these established tools, 
which can often be found in national surveys (e.g. Demo-
graphic and Health Surveys, UNICEF Multiple Indicators 
Cluster Surveys, etc.) or on their respective websites. This 
section specifically applies when we have either adapted an 
indicator to better suit our needs or developed a new indica-
tor from scratch. In these situations, creating or modifying 
data collection tools and questions becomes necessary to 
accurately capture the information the custom or adapted 
indicator aims to measure. 

1.1. �Designing questions from an 
indicator

Indicators can be assessed through questioning (directly 
asking a respondent) or observation (observing a VSLA 
meeting, for instance, or examining infrastructure quality/
features and reporting the information on a checklist) or 
reporting from secondary data. It is crucial to define the 
method of inquiry once the indicator’s wording is estab-
lished. Initially, identifying the indicator’s unit of analysis 
is essential. 

Step 1: Determine the unit of analysis
The unit of analysis refers to the main entity being exam-
ined through the indicator. In simpler terms, it’s the “who” or 
“what” that is the main focus of the indicator. For instance, 
when working with an indicator such as “% of women engag-
ing in income-generating activities,” it the unit of analysis is 
women, and questions should be specifically designed to 
gather information from women. 

In VSLA programs, the unit of analysis can be a VSLA group, 
an individual (generally VSLA members or individual from a 
control group), or a household (e.g. household of the VSLA 
member). 

VSLA data will typically be gathered through review of 
documentation (e.g. constitution/bylaws for membership 
data and ledger/passbooks for savings and loan data), ob-
servation of VSLA meetings (for example to complete the 
VSLA Group Health Checklist) and through questionnaires 
administered to VSLA groups leadership to gather group 
level data. The SAVIX MIS and the Health Check tools pre-
sented in chapter 3 are examples of such group level data 
collection tools. Individual and household data will typically 
be gathered through survey questionnaires. 

Questions should be carefully phrased to ensure that the 
unit of analysis is clear—for example, instead of asking 
“What was your income from off-farm activities last year?”, 
you could ask either “How much income did your household 
earn from off-farm activities last year?” or “How much in-
come did you personally earn from your own off-farm work 
or sales last year?”

CHAPTER 5

Designing Data Collection 
Tools for M&E

This section dives into the tools used to measure the indicators defined within your results framework. We’ll explore two 
main categories: quantitative and qualitative tools.

1. Quantitative tools

Back to 
Contents
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Step 2: Brainstorm all potential questions
Once you have identified the unit of analysis, begin by 
brainstorming all potential questions that could uncov-
er the needed information. Subsequently, organize these 
questions logically, deciding on the sequence in which they 
should be asked. Typically, a questionnaire will progress 
from general to more specific inquiries

After structuring the questions, prioritize them based on 
their significance to the indicator, focusing on those that 
are most critical.

Step 3: Add complementary questions 
Following this, consider adding complementary questions. 
While not essential for determining the indicator’s value, 
these questions can provide additional insight for the eval-
uation. For instance, questions about why a woman chose 
to engage in a particular income-generating activity, the 
nature of the income-generating activity, and other details 
can offer deeper insights and enhance the understanding 
of the indicator. 

Step 4: Structure and format your questions 
into a questionnaire
After developing and prioritizing your questions, the next 
step is to organize them into a cohesive and logical struc-
ture within a questionnaire format. This involves catego-
rizing questions into sections based on their thematic rele-
vance and ensuring a logical flow from general to specific 
inquiries within each thematic area. Additionally, consider 
the questionnaire’s layout for ease of response and clarity, 
incorporating clear instructions to enrich data collection. 

Step 5: List the response options
Once you have finalized your list of key questions, it is equal-
ly important to develop a set of response options for each 
question that is informative and comprehensive. Do some 
careful research, for example by reading studies that asked 
similar questions in similar populations, or by asking field 
staff, to develop lists of response options that capture the 
various realities on the ground. It is important to develop a 
comprehensive list that:

•	 Covers all of the potential responses
-	 For example, a question about the use of a VSLA loan 

that provides the following response options: “1) to buy 
agricultural inputs, 2) to invest in my off-farm business, 

3) to pay my children’s school fees, and 4) to pay for 
religious or cultural celebrations” would miss some 
key potential ways of using VSLA loans, such as other 
agricultural expenses (e.g. labor or equipment), other 
consumption expenses (e.g. food), and other emer-
gency needs (e.g. medical care). Some of these could 
be grouped together, but it is important to provide the 
key response options that are the most relevant to the 
majority of respondents. 

•	 Groups together similar response options (to keep the 
list manageable), but separates out specific response 
options of interest. 

-	 For example, if you are interested in whether VSLA 
members use their VSLA loans to purchase agricul-
tural inputs rather than obtaining expensive seasonal 
input loans from financial institutions, you may want 
to have separate response options for “to buy agri-
cultural inputs such as seed and fertilizer” or “to pay 
for other agricultural production expenses, such as 
labor or equipment”. If you do not have a specific inter-
est in agricultural input loans, you could group these 
together under an “investments in agricultural produc-
tion” response option.

•	 Includes an “other” option for respondents whose reality 
does not fit into any of the response categories.

Step 6: Codify and add skip instructions
After organizing your questions into a questionnaire and 
developing lists of response options, the next step is to 
codify the responses and create skip instructions. Codifying 
means assigning a specific number or symbol to each pos-
sible answer to a question. This makes it easier to analyze 
the responses later, especially if you are using a computer 
or software to help with your analysis. For example, if you 
have a question such as “Are you a member of a VSLA?”, 
the possible answers would be “Yes” or “No”, and you could 
code “Yes” as “1” and “No” as “2”. 

Skip instructions are directions that guide the person ad-
ministering the survey to skip certain questions based on 
respondents’ previous answers. For instance, if someone 
answers “No” to being a VSLA member, the skip instructions 
would instruct the enumerator to skip past questions about 
participation in VSLA-based trainings.
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Table 5. Example of questions and response options crafted from indicators

Indicators Elements for 
Question

Questions Expected Answers Comments

Percentage of 
households 
with improved 
access to 
formal finance

Access to 
loans

Have you taken a loan from a 
formal financial institution outside 
of the VSLA in the past two years?

Yes/No

What type of financial institution 
did you borrow from?

List of financial institutions: 
[Savings and Credit 
Cooperative, Microfinance 
Institution, Bank, etc.].

There may be more 
than one response–
tell the respondent 
that s/he can select 
all that apply.

Value of loans
What was the total value of 
the loans you took from these 
institutions in the past two years?

[Value in local currency]
Track responses 
separately per type of 
financial institution

Experience 
with financial 
institutions

How would you rate your 
experience receiving services from 
these financial institution(s)?

[Scale: Poor, Fair, good, 
Excellent]

Track responses 
separately per type of 
financial institution

connection between questions and indicators allows for a 
more streamlined and effective analysis process. In the sub-
sequent section, we will explore the structure and components 
of a quantitative questionnaire, focusing on how to effectively 
design and organize it to capture the necessary data efficiently.

After following these steps, the questions developed should 
be systematically organized into the questionnaire format for 
finalization. It is essential to clearly associate each question 
with the specific indicator it is designed to measure; this link-
age is crucial for facilitating data analysis. Understanding the 
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1.2 Developing survey instruments
The quality of your survey instrument directly impacts the data you collect and ultimately, the success of your evaluation. 
Investing the time upfront to create a clear, concise, and well-designed survey will save you time and frustration in the long run.

Do’s and don’ts of high-quality surveys

DON’T  
make it 

too long! 
DO prioritize questions to keep the length to 1 hour

Aim for brevity, and focus on key questions. A survey should 
ideally be completed within an hour to prevent respondent 
fatigue, which can lead to disengagement and unreliable 
answers. A long survey might make people less likely to 
finish it, which means you might not get all the answers you 
need. It’s important to think carefully about what you really 
need to know from your survey, and to consider the time 
it takes for people to fill it out, the effort your team has to 
put in, and how much it all costs. What is your “must-know” 
information, which is essential for your survey’s success, vs. 
your “nice-to-know” information, which can give you extra 
insight but is not critical? It is better to have a small amount 

of really good information than a lot of not-so-useful details. 
Examples of “must-know” and “nice-to-know” information 
may vary according to the project, but are likely to be along 
the lines of the examples below. As a rule of thumb a must 
know is related to the indicator you have in your TOC in 
order to measure project success. Anything you would like 
to collect beyond these could be consider nice to know.

•	 Example of “must-know” information: “What did you use 
your VSLA loan for?”

•	 Example of “nice-to-know” information: “Do you wish 
VSLA loans were bigger?”

DON’T  
ask ambiguous  

questions!
DO make sure your questions are clear and straightforward

Each survey question must be clear, straightforward, and 
not lead to multiple interpretations. To obtain accurate and 
meaningful responses, avoid using terms or concepts that 

may be unfamiliar or unclear to your audience. Ambiguity in 
questions can significantly compromise the quality of the 
data collected.

“Did the VSLA 
affect your  
relationships?” - �“Did your participation in the VSLA change your 

relationship with other VSLA members?”

- �“Would you say that this change was mostly posi-
tive, neutral, or mostly negative?”

INSTEAD OF:

ASK THESE clear and unambiguous questions:
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INSTEAD OF:

INSTEAD OF:

INSTEAD OF:

“Do you 
feel more 
resilient now?”

- �“Have you experienced a major financial shock in the past year, 
such as a large unexpected financial expense (for example, a 
medical or funeral expense), or crop loss, or livestock death?”

- �“If yes, how did you cope with this shock?”
- �“Was this different from how you would have coped with it in 

the past, and if yes, how so?”

DON’T  
hint at the 

“correct” answer 
in your question!

DO maintain neutrality in question formulation

Avoid leading 
questions that could 
suggest a preference 
for one answer over 
others, ensuring 
that responses 
are unbiased.

Did you use your 
last VSLA share-
out money to buy 
nutritious foods for 
your children?

How did you spend your last VSLA 
share-out money?

DON’T 
confuse 

respondents 
with multi-

part questions!

DO keep a single focus and stick to one concept per question

Combining multiple 
inquiries into one can 
confuse respondents. Do you believe the 

loan allocation within 
your VSLA is fair, 
or do you think that 
some powerful people 
within the VSLA are 
getting the majority of 
the loans?

How fair do you believe the loan allocation is with-
in your VSLA? (Very fair; mostly fair; sometimes 
fair/sometimes not; mostly unfair, or very unfair)

ASK THESE clear and unambiguous questions:

ASK THIS neutral question:

ASK THIS single focus question:
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DON’T 
ask the wrong  

questions!

DO make sure that your question is directly related to your 
issue of interest

Misalignment with indicators can be a problem that is particularly frustrating to discover once the data collection is complete. 
Ensure that your survey questions directly measure the indicators you’ve defined in your results framework. A disconnect 
between questions and indicators renders the data useless for evaluation purposes. In the previous section we have elabo-
rated on how to design the questions based on your indicator. If you follow these instructions, you will ensure the alignment. 

DON’T 
confuse the  

enumerator and 
respondent with 

insufficient response 
options, or a strangely 

formatted  
questionnaire!

DO make sure you have provided a comprehensive list of response 
options (including “other”) and a properly structured questionnaire

For questions with a limited set of potential response op-
tions, do your research in advance about likely respons-
es, and add an “other” response option, so that there is an 
option that is appropriate to every respondent. Also think 
through whether you will want the respondent to give you 
all relevant responses (“all that apply”) or select their top/
most frequent response.

Poor questionnaire format can make the enumerator’s 
job very difficult. The format of your questionnaire plays 
a crucial role in determining the quality of data collected. 
To ensure high-quality outcomes, it’s essential to adhere 
to the best practices outlined in the following sections of 
this guide for designing a well-structured questionnaire. 
This includes properly applying coding rules, incorporating 
clear skip instructions, and organizing questions in a logical 
and intuitive manner. By following these guidelines, you can 
create a questionnaire that not only facilitates easier data 
analysis but also improves the overall respondent experi-
ence, leading to more accurate and reliable responses.

Structure of a standard survey questionnaire
A well-structured survey questionnaire is crucial for gath-
ering accurate and reliable data. Despite the prevalence of 
mobile data collection methods, it is important to initially or-
ganize the survey in a paper format. This preparatory step is 
invaluable for enumerator training, allowing them to become 
acquainted with the questionnaire’s content and structure 
before transitioning to a mobile platform. Additionally, it is 
advisable for data collectors to carry a set of paper ques-
tionnaires in the field. These serve not only as a reference 
but also as a contingency measure, ensuring data collection 
can continue uninterrupted in the event of technical diffi-
culties or other constraints with the mobile application. In 
this section we are looking at the crucial components of a 
survey questionnaire, aimed at enhancing the clarity and 
efficiency of the data collection process.

Front page. The front page acts as the introduction to the 
survey, presenting essential information important for 
both the respondent and the research team. It furnishes 
key details about the survey’s objectives and the organiza-
tion conducting it, facilitates respondent identification, the 
geographic location of the survey, and records information 
about the data collector and their supervisor. Specifically, 
the front page will include several elements among which 
we might have:
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•	 Title of the survey and organization logo: Clearly state 
the survey’s title and display the logo of the organization 
conducting the survey to establish legitimacy and pur-
pose.

•	 Informed consent clause: Include a brief but comprehen-
sive informed consent clause outlining the survey’s aim, 
what participation involves, confidentiality terms, and 
the voluntary nature of participation. If you have space 
constraints, provide a reference to where the informed 
consent can be found.

•	 Unique identifier for each questionnaire: Assign a unique 
identifier to each questionnaire (e.g. a simple sequential 
numbering system) to facilitate the tracking of the com-
pletion status and ensuring all distributed questionnaires 
are accounted for.

•	 Unit of clustering (if applicable): For cluster surveys, 
include details about the clustering unit to assist in data 
analysis and integrity checks.

•	 Control/treatment group identification: If the survey 
involves control and treatment groups, provide a space 
to indicate the respondent’s group affiliation. This dis-
tinction is critical for subsequent analyses.

•	 Geographic location: Note the geographic location being 
surveyed, which may include distinctions such as urban/
rural classification, region, country, and GPS coordinates 
if necessary.

•	 Date of the survey: Indicate the date of the survey
•	 Enumerator and Supervisor Information: Record the 

names and codes of the enumerator (person adminis-
tering the survey) and their supervisor, if applicable.

•	 Completion status: Indicate whether the questionnaire 
has been fully completed, partially completed, or not 
completed at all.

Additional information depending on the type of survey 
might be added along with these elements. For example, in 
a household survey, it might be pertinent to include the total 
number of individuals residing in the household. Additional-
ly, details that facilitate the identification of the respondent 
among the household members, such as the respondent’s 
line number on the household roster, may also be necessary. 

Figure 8. Identification section of Ghana Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) questionnaire
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Figure 9. Informed consent clause in Ghana 2022 DHS survey questionnaire

Background data on respondents. Respondent background 
data are essential for understanding the respondent’s con-
text and for disaggregating data to analyze trends across 
different demographic groups. Essential background char-
acteristics might include core demographic data such as 
sex, age, level of education, literacy, marital status, and 
number of dependents; socioeconomic variables such as 
occupation and income; and cultural variables such as eth-
nicity, race, tribe, spoken languages, etc.

Thematic sections. Organize your questionnaire into vari-
ous thematic areas, which can serve as distinct sections. 
Thematic sections improve the flow of the questionnaire 
for both respondents and interviewers. Respondents find 
the questions more logical and less repetitive, leading to 
a smoother experience. Interviewers also benefit from a 
well-organized structure for administering the survey. The-
matic sections should be centered around the survey’s key 
topics, ensuring that each section is approximately equal 
in length. 

For example, in a VSLA members survey, the following the-
matic areas may be utilized:

•	 Access to financial services
•	 Household assets, investments, and expenses
•	 Household income and expenditures
•	 VSLA group membership
•	 Household decision-making

Other thematic areas relevant to VSLA programs may in-
clude nutrition, access to inputs and markets, agricultural 
practices, etc.

Questionnaire format
The figure below illustrates the format of a typical survey 
questionnaire, based on a CARE Nigeria VSLA baseline 
study. The first column (No) displays the question number, 
the second column (Questions) presents the questions as 
they are asked of the respondent, the third column (Codes) 
shows the response options and corresponding codes, 
and the fourth and final column (Go To) indicate the skip 
instructions. Additionally, the questionnaire may include 
instructions intended for the enumerator, such as “select 
all that apply.” In the current section, we will delve into each 
of these elements.
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Table 6. Format of a typical survey questionnaire

No QUESTIONS CODES GO TO

211 Currently do you have any cash savings? YES 1

NO 2 → 300

212 Where do you currently have savings?  
 
ENUMERATOR: SELECT ALL THAT APPLY

BANK A

MFI B

COOPERATIVE C

VSLA D

SAVINGS CLUB(S) F

PRIVATE SAVINGS COLLECTOR G

IN THE HOUSE H

KEEP WITH RELATIVES I

KEEP WITH LOCAL TRADERS J

POST OFFICE K

ACCUMULATING PROPERTY L

INSURANCE COMPANY M

OTHER (SPECIFY) 
_________________________

X

213 What is the current amount of your savings?  
 
ENUMERATOR WRITE THE AMOUNT IN NAIRA. 
IF NONE WRITE 0 IN THE BOX 
IF DON’T KNOW WRITE 999998 

|__|__|__|__|__|__|__| 
 
 

 

Question numbering. Each question within a questionnaire should be assigned a unique identifier/question number. This 
number helps with the following :

•	 Identification and reference: It allows for easy identifi-
cation and reference to specific questions, facilitating 
discussion during supervision or training sessions.

•	 Navigation: It aids in navigating through the question-
naire, especially when following skip instructions that 
direct the respondent to a particular question based on 
their responses.

•	 Data management: The question number is instrumental 
in creating variables for data entry and analysis, enhanc-
ing the efficiency and accuracy of data handling. For 
example, in data entry software like KoboCollect, ques-
tions are typically designated with a “Q” followed by their 
numeric identifier, such as Q300 or Q200. 

The numbering often begins with the section number, fol-
lowed by a two-digit representation of its sequence within 
that section. For instance, Q200 indicates the first ques-
tion in the second section. In the example presented above 
about the Access Africa VSLA members survey, Section 2 
was Access to Financial Services and Section 4 was Invest-

ments and Expenses. Following this convention, all ques-
tions in Section 2 would be numbered using the format 2xx 
(e.g., 201, 202, 203), and all questions in Section 4 would 
be numbered using 4xx (e.g., 401, 402, 403).

The numbering of questions within a survey does not need 
to adhere to a strict sequential order. For instance, following 
Q200, the subsequent question could be labeled as Q205 
rather than Q201. This non-sequential approach can make 
it easier to introduce new questions between survey rounds 
without necessitating the renumbering of the entire section, 
and help maintain consistency across multiple locations 
when conducting the same survey in different countries, 
to facilitate easier analysis and comparison of data across 
these locations.

Codes/response options
Coding is very important because it helps to ensure quality 
data collection. The coding will be defined in function of the 
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type of answer we are expecting to receive from a survey. 
We can have questions with single-answer questions and 
multiple-answer questions, which will be coded slightly dif-
ferently, as outlined below.

Single-answer questions. For questions where respondents 
can only choose one response from a list of possible re-

sponses, numerical codes are often used. The enumera-
tor circles the respondent’s chosen answer from a list of 
options, with each option having a corresponding numer-
ical code.

Table 7. Examples of single-answer questions

No QUESTIONS CODES GO TO

300 Are you currently a member of the VSLA management 
committee? 

YES
NO

1
2

→ 301
→ 310

301 What is your position in the VSLA management 
committee?

CHAIRPERSON
TREASURER
SECRETARY/RECORD-KEEPER
MONEY COUNTER

1
2
3
4

310 How fair do you believe the management committee 
election was, where 5 if very fair and 1 is not fair at all?

NOT FAIR AT ALL
SOMEWHAT UNFAIR
NEUTRAL
SOMEWHAT FAIR
VERY FAIR

1
2
3
4
5

Multiple-answer questions. When one or more answers are 
expected from a question, we use alphabetical codes (A, B, 
C, etc.). In the example below, the respondent may choose 
multiple answers provided in the question. The enumera-
tor will circle the answer without giving the options to the 
respondent. During data analysis each of these responses 
are treated as one dummy variable.

When a question allows respondents to choose multiple 
answers, alphabetical codes (A, B, C, etc.) are typically used. 

Unlike single-answer questions, the interviewer circles all 
applicable options the respondent chooses, rather than 
just one. In data analysis, each selected answer can be 
transformed into a “dummy variable.” A dummy variable is 
a binary variable (1 or 0) that indicates whether a specific 
option was chosen (1) or not (0). This allows researchers to 
analyze the prevalence of each option and identify patterns 
in how respondents select multiple answers. One example 
of such question 212 is presented in the section above; 
another example is provided below.

Table 8. Examples of a multiple-answer question

No QUESTIONS CODES GO TO

400 For what purposes have you 
used your VSLA loans?

ENUMERATOR: SELECT ALL 
THAT APPLY

TO MAKE FARM/BUSINESS INVESTMENTS (INCLUDING AG INPUTS) A

TO PURCHASE FOOD AND/OR OTHER HOUSEHOLD NECESSITIES B

TO PAY SCHOOL FEES C

TO REPAY OTHER LOANS D

FOR EMERGENCY PURPOSES E

OTHER X

Semi-open-ended questions. For questions that allow for responses beyond the predefined options, we can include an 
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option labeled “Other (please specify).” This approach ac-
commodates unexpected answers. Typically, this option is 
assigned a specific numerical code such as 6, 96, or 996, 
or an alphabetical code like “X”. This format is known as 

Table 9. Examples of semi-open-ended questions

No QUESTIONS CODES GO TO

212 Where do you currently have 
savings?  
 
ENUMERATOR: SELECT ALL 
THAT APPLY

BANK A

MFI B

COOPERATIVE C

VSLA D

SAVINGS CLUB(S) F

PRIVATE SAVINGS COLLECTOR G

IN THE HOUSE H

KEEP WITH RELATIVES I

KEEP WITH LOCAL TRADERS J

POST OFFICE K

ACCUMULATING PROPERTY L

INSURANCE COMPANY M

OTHER (SPECIFY) _________________________ X

a semi-open-ended question. An example is provided with 
question 212 below.

Open-ended questions. Open-ended questions, as the 
name suggests, are those without predetermined answers, 
allowing respondents the freedom to provide detailed re-
sponses. Open-ended questions are valuable for gather-
ing diverse insights, especially when exploring opinions 
or areas without clear predefined options. However, in the 
context of quantitative surveys, there are limitations. The 
time constraints and the survey’s structured nature often 

result in more superficial responses, which may not delve 
deeply into the topic. Additionally, these types of questions 
demand significant time for analysis and coding after the 
data collection, potentially complicating the data analysis 
process. Despite these challenges, open-ended questions 
are essential for capturing a broad range of perspectives, 
enriching the data with nuanced understandings that closed 
questions might miss.

Table 10. Examples of open-ended questions

No QUESTIONS CODES GO TO

600 Why did you join the VSLA?

604 In your view, what are the benefits of being a VSLA 
member? 

605 In your view, what are the most difficult aspects of being a 
VSLA member?
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Skip instructions and filters
The fourth column of the questionnaire plays a critical role 
in guiding the flow of the survey through skip instructions. 
These instructions direct enumerators to different parts of 
the questionnaire based on respondents’ answers to the 
question. Typically, an arrow pointing to the question num-
ber indicates where to proceed, contingent on the respon-
dent’s selected answer. Skip instructions create a smoother 
interview experience for both respondents and interviewers. 
Respondents only answer relevant questions, reducing con-
fusion and frustration. Interviewers can efficiently navigate 
the questionnaire, saving time and maintaining focus. Fur-
thermore, it enhances data quality by minimizing the risk of 
irrelevant or inaccurate responses. 

In addition to skip instructions, the questionnaire may also 
employ filters. Unlike skip instructions, which direct the flow 
based on a single response, filters act more like crossroads. 
They require a review of responses to previous questions 
before deciding on the subsequent path in the survey. Filters 
are especially useful in complex questionnaires where the 
relevance of a section or set of questions depends on a 
combination of answers, ensuring that the survey adapts to 
the specific context or situation of the respondent.

With the advent of mobile devices for data collection, man-
aging skip instructions and filters has become more stream-
lined. Data collection software automates these processes, 
significantly reducing the potential for human error and in-
creasing the efficiency of the survey process. 

1.3 Enhancing survey quality
After carefully designing the questionnaire, there are two ad-
ditional crucial steps to take to ensure you gather high-qual-
ity data: pilot testing and enumerator training.

Pilot testing to refine the instrument
Pilot testing is the process of administering your survey to a 
small, select group of individuals who resemble your target 
population but are not part of it. This vital step helps uncover 
any potential issues with the survey instrument, enabling 
adjustments and improvements prior to implementation. 
By carefully choosing a group that mirrors your intended 
respondents, you can gather valuable insights and feedback 
that highlight areas of confusion, ambiguity in questions, or 
logistical challenges in your survey design. More specifical-
ly, pilot testing will: 

•	 Refine question clarity: Are multiple respondents 
requesting clarifications before answering a question? Or 
do their responses suggest that they understood or inter-

preted questions differently than intended? Pilot testing 
reveals if your questions are clear and are understood 
easily and consistently by your target audience. Ambig-
uous wording or confusing phrasing can be identified 
and rectified.

•	 Refine response options for closed-ended questions: 
Are your respondents giving responses that are not 
included in the questionnaire’s response options, or 
are there a high number of “Other” responses? Or are 
respondents understanding the question but unclear 
what is meant by a specific response option? You may 
need to add response options, or clarify/reframe how 
a response option is defined. For example, if the ques-
tion is “What has been your primary place of savings 
over the past year?” and one of the response options 
is “savings groups”, and clients are asking whether you 
mean VSLAs or also traditional savings groups such as 
ROSCAs or funeral groups, you may want to create two 
separate response options, e.g. “VSLAs” and “other sav-
ings groups, such as ROSCAs, funeral groups, or others”.

•	 Assess flow and length: Is the survey taking a long time 
to administer? Do some of the questions seem to throw 
off the flow? The pilot test helps assess the overall flow 
of the survey and identify potential areas where respon-
dents might get confused or lose focus, and allow for 
re-organization or reframing of the sections if needed. It 
also helps gauge if the survey can be realistically com-
pleted within the allotted time frame.

•	 Refine skip logic: Are the skip functions working as 
intended? Pilot testing allows you to ensure your skip 
logic functions correctly, directing enumerators to the 
appropriate sections based on respondents’ answers.

•	 Gather respondent and interviewer feedback: Are there 
any other issues with the survey? Pilot testing allows the 
survey team to incorporate feedback from those admin-
istering the pilot survey, related to the issues above or 
any other challenges they encountered.

Enumerator training
Enumerator training is designed to acquaint enumerators 
with the survey instrument prior to its deployment in the 
field. This training aims not only to familiarize them with the 
tool but also to offer the opportunity for any last-minute ad-
justments based on practical application insights. The sur-
vey instruments should be translated into local languages 
prior to enumerator training, so that enumerators can clarify 
the meaning of certain terms/questions during the training 
and the wording can be adjusted if needed. It is important 
for data collection teams to involve local project staff in 



63	 COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO MONITORING, EVALUATION, AND LEARNING FOR VSLAs 

finalizing wording/terminology so that they can ensure that 
the way the questions are asked in local languages mirrors 
the terminology that they use when they implement.

Ideally, the survey instrument should have already under-
gone a preliminary pretest for fine-tuning before the training 
session, ensuring that a nearly finalized version is utilized 
for training purposes. The training should incorporate a field 
test, a real-world setting with respondents from a similar 

population. This field testing phase is instrumental in en-
suring enumerators are comfortable and proficient with the 
survey instrument. It also provides a platform for them to 
voice any concerns or difficulties they encounter with the 
survey process. Key areas of focus include verifying the 
accuracy of skip instructions, measuring the time it takes 
to administer the survey, and assessing whether the ques-
tions or concepts present any comprehension challenges 
for the enumerators.

2. Qualitative tools

Qualitative tools are essential for understanding the depth 
and nuance of experiences, perceptions, and outcomes of 
VSLA programs. They complement quantitative data by pro-
viding rich, detailed insights that numbers alone cannot offer. 
Drawing an analogy, if quantitative data forms the skeleton, 
providing structure and measurable outcomes, then quali-
tative data adds the flesh, infusing this framework with life, 
color, context, and subtlety. This “flesh” fills out the structure 
with stories, emotions, and the lived realities of individuals, 
making the data collected not just informative but also deeply 
resonant and relatable. Together, quantitative and qualitative 
data provide a more complete, holistic view of the VSLA’s im-
pact, ensuring a balanced and comprehensive understanding 
of its effectiveness and areas for improvement. 

Qualitative methods can be effectively utilized both at the 
baseline and endline stages, but are especially valuable at the 
endline for conducting contribution analysis. Given that the 
VSLA member survey approach typically does not incorporate 
a control group, qualitative inquiries become crucial. They 
allow the team to investigate whether changes have genu-
inely occurred and to understand the mechanisms behind 
these changes. Thus, the application of qualitative methods 
facilitates a deeper exploration of the impact and processes 
within VSLA programs, offering insights that quantitative data 
alone might not reveal. This section is dedicated to guiding 
the design of qualitative tools for VSLA programs more spe-
cifically semi-structured interview guides. 

Unlike quantitative surveys with their fixed questionnaires, 
semi-structured interviews are guided by a more flexible 
and adaptive approach, allowing for open discussion and 
deep exploration of topics with respondents. The interviewer 
should be skilled enough to identify areas that need to be ex-
plored further. While in a quantitative survey the interviewer 
sticks to the questionnaire, in the qualitative interview the 
interviewer uses a “guide” rather than questionnaire. A guide 
is designed to be more flexible and adaptable in function of 

the situation. Some good practices for designing qualitative 
guides are outlined below.

•	 Apply a thematic approach: Organizing the interview 
guide around themes, with specific objectives for each, 
helps the interviewer ensure comprehensive coverage 
of all relevant topics. This thematic approach facilitates 
focused yet flexible conversations. 

•	 Use open-ended questions: Employing open-ended 
questions encourages a more engaging and insightful 
dialogue. These questions should be neutral and free 
from bias, avoiding any language that could be perceived 
as judgmental or preferential toward a specific set of 
responses. This approach fosters an environment where 
respondents feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and 
experiences openly, leading to richer and more informa-
tive discussions.

•	 Probe: The power of qualitative interviews lies in their 
capacity to explore subjects in depth. Interviewers 
should seize every opportunity to probe respondents for 
deeper insights and understanding. Asking for specific 
examples when responses are too general is a recom-
mended practice, as it elicits concrete information and 
enriches the data collected. Questions beginning with 
“how”, “who”, “what”, and “when” are effective probes 
that encourage more nuanced responses. 

•	 Address positivity bias: Including prompts for recom-
mendations for improvement on programming can help 
elicit participant feedback that is honest and reveals 
problems, addressing potential positivity and politeness 
biases through the framing of the question as asking 
for recommendations.

•	 Conclude the interview: Always conclude the interview 
by inquiring if the respondent has any questions, ensur-
ing a two-way exchange. Expressing gratitude to the 
respondent for their participation is not only courteous 
but also reinforces the value of their input.
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Below is a recommended format for semi structured guides.

Figure 10. Format of a semi-structured interview guide

[Title of the survey]

Theme 1: [Title of theme 1]
Objective of theme 1: [Describe what we seek to investigate under theme 1]

Question:
Probe:

Question:
Probe:

Theme 2: [Title of theme 2]
Objective of theme 2: [Describe what we seek to investigate under theme 2]

Question:
Probe:

Question:
Probe:

Example scenario: Sustainable Access to Financial Service in Rwanda

After analyzing quantitative data from an endline survey that 
showed significant improvements in the livelihood condi-
tions of VSLA members, questions arose regarding the role 
of VSLAs in these changes. Was the observed improvement 
directly attributable to VSLA participation, and if so, how? 

This led to a qualitative phase aimed at collecting detailed 
stories from participants to address these questions. We 
are presenting below an extract from the semi-structured 
interview guide used by SAFI. 

Figure 11. Excerpt from endline semi-structured interview guide

CARE RWANDA
Sustainable Access to Financial Services for Investment (SAFI)

ENDLINE QUALITATIVE SURVEY

Semi-structured interview guide for VSLA members

Theme 1: Reaching the Poorest with VSLA

Objective: Identify the process of identification, selection, involvement, and retention of the poor and marginalized 
in VSLAs, particularly the reasons behind the high dropout rate in certain districts of the SAFI project.

Question: For what reasons did you decide to create this group?

Question: Can you explain the steps involved in setting up your group?
•	 Probe: What are the steps followed?
•	 Probe: On what basis did you decide to come together?

Question: Who generally joins the VSLA groups in your area?
•	 Probe: Would you say they are the poorest in the locality?
•	 Probe: Why?
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Question: Have any members of your VSLA group dropped out since its creation?
•	 Probe: For what reasons did they leave?
•	 Probe: Provide concrete examples.

Question: Would you say that those who leave are relatively poorer than others?
•	 Probe: Why?
•	 Probe: Provide concrete examples.

Question: What are your recommendations for SAFI to ensure the that the poorest people with the biggest needs can 
participate in VSLA groups?

•	 Probe: What else?
Theme 2: Socio-economic impact

Objective: To identify to what extent and how the SAFI VSLA methodology may have contributed to a socio-
economic change in the lives of VSLA members and their households

Question: What has changed in your living conditions over the past two years?
•	 Probe: What else...?
•	 Probe: Provide concrete examples

Question: What contributed to this change?
•	 Probe: How?
•	 Probe: Provide concrete examples

Question: What has your participation in the VSLA group brought you?
•	 Probe: What else?
•	 Probe: Provide concrete examples

Question: What are the income-generating activities carried out by members of your group?

Question: Over the past two years, have you noticed a change in the practice of income-generating activities by the 
members of your group?

•	 Probe: What has changed?
•	 Probe: Provide concrete examples

Question: To what do you attribute this change?
•	 Probe: How?

Question: How are you perceived by other members of the community?

Question: What are your recommendations for improving SAFI’s VSLA approach to ensure a greater impact?
•	 Probe: What else?
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Resources
CARE tools
CARE MEAL Principles
CARE project design handbook
CARE VSLA member survey tool

General MEL resources
http://www.theoryofchange.org
http://www.doview.com/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08a5ded915d3cfd00071a/DFID_ToC_Review_VogelV7.pdf

Sources cited in this manual
Evaluation and Data Development Strategic Policy Human Resources Development Canada Quasi-experimental evalua-
tion, (1998), 33p. https://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/9.817839/publication.html 

Duflo, E., Glennerster, R., and Kremer, M. (2006): Using Randomization in Development Economics Research: A toolkit. 86p. 
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Using-Randomization-in-Development-Economics.pdf 

For more information
Please contact: 

Abdoul Karim Coulibaly
MEL Director, Global VSLA Team
abdoul.coulibaly@care.org
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