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Introduction
In the early days of microfinance, nobody questioned its social impact. It seemed obvious 
that providing access to financial services for those excluded from the traditional bank-
ing system was social progress of itself.

Microfinance has since grown dramatically, while prioritising the implementation of fi-
nancial indicators. What seemed most important was   ensuring the financial sustaina-
bility of a new range of services. Significant investment was therefore put into defining 
acceptable universal standards, to be able to compare different institutions from a finan-
cial standpoint.

“The rapid expansion of microfinance and the highlighting of customer success stories led 
most observers to take for granted the benefits of this activity. Emphasis was placed on 
strengthening processes and on monitoring their sustainability. Economic data was made   
available quickly and in abundance”1. The process of developing tools to measure social 
performance started taking shape in the 2000s. If at first, microfinance professionals were 
motivated by a desire to improve the quality of their work, the integration of social perfor-
mance measurement as a rising trend in microfinance was due to various factors:

|| A number of crises affected MFIs in countries such as Morocco, Nicaragua and Bolivia, 
which revealed that the financial products on offer were not necessarily suited to lo-
cal needs.

|| Microfinance received significant media exposure as a result of the International Year 
of Microcredit (2005) and the Nobel Peace Prize (Muhammad Yunus - 2006): this enthu-
siasm in turn led to a questioning of the actual contribution microfinance was making 
to development and the reduction of poverty.

|| Finally, governments themselves have questioned microfinance’s scope and criticised 
some MFI practices, including the charging of excessively high interest rates.

Defining social performance
The Social Performance Task Force2 which was set up in 2005 by the Consultative Group to 
Assist the Poo3, arrived at a consensus definition:

“Social performance is the putting into practice of an institution’s social mission, in ac-
cordance with accepted social values: its objectives are to sustainably serve a growing 
number of the poor and excluded, to improve the quality and suitability of financial ser-
vices, to improve the economic and social situation of clients and ensure customers, em-
ployees, the community served and the environment are treated in a socially responsible 
manner.”

Social performance contributes to development (the idea of “doing good”). Beyond this 
vocation to do good, MFIs must also ensure they assume their social responsibility to “do 
no harm”.

This social responsibility is owed to customers (avoiding harming them; providing suita-
ble and transparent services) to employees (compliance with social standards and decent 
work) and to the environment.

Social responsibility is therefore one element of social performance.

1   Extract from “Allier performances sociales et financières : un paradoxe ?” – Written by Florent Besdecarrats, Silvia Baur and 
Cécile Lapenu ; CERISE ; 2011. – Global Microcredit Summit 2011.

2   Social Performance Task Force - SPTF.

3   Consultative Group to Assist the Poor - CGAP.
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Assessing social performance
To assess social performance, one must consider the whole process and its various di-
mensions, as shown in the diagram below.4 

 At the beginning of 2014, the SPTF presented a set of universal standards for social per-
formance management (SPM). There are 6 dimensions to these standards, which integrate 
client protection principles established by the “Smart Campaign5” that was launched fol-
lowing the debt crises in Bosnia and Morocco and the “scandal” of the Mexican MFI, COM-
PARTAMOS (an entity built on donations listed itself on the stock market and charged 
prohibitive interest rates) .

7 Client Protection Principles 

Prevention of over-indebtedness

Responsible pricing

Transparency

Appropriate product design and delivery

Fair and respectful treatment of clients

Mechanisms for complaint resolution

Privacy of client data

The figure below shows the six dimensions of social performance (SPTF, 2014) 

The last of these dimensions (Balancing financial and social goals) is a clear expression of 
the aim of avoiding seeing financial performance and social performance as opposites. 
They are a double bottom line. Indeed, good financial performance is not necessarily a re-
flection of customer satisfaction. Conversely, good social performance can help improve 
the financial performance of MFIs (e.g. by offering products that suit customers better). 

4  Source: SPTF-CGAP.

5  http://smartcampaign.org/about/smart-microfinance-and-the-client-protection-principles

Intent and 
design

What is the 
institution’s 
mission? 
Clear social 
objectives?

Internal 
systems & 
Activities

What activities 
to achieve social 
mission? 

Are systems 
designed and in 
place to achieve 
objectives? 

Output 

Are the poor and 
very poor 
served? 

Are products 
designed to 
meet their 
needs?

Outcomes

Have clients 
experienced 
social and 
economic 
improvements? 

Impacts

Can these 
improvements 
be attributed to 
institutional 
activities?
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Indeed,  
good financial 

performance is 
not necessarily 

a reflection 
of customer 

satisfaction.

The six dimensions of social performance 

Specific tools have been developed for the various stages of social performance measure-
ment. They vary in complexity depending on what is being measured.

Social|audit: CERISE6 developed a social performance measurement tool (SPI7), which es-
sentially examines the intent and internal systems of MFIs. The latest iteration of this 
tool (SPI4) takes into account the 6 social performance dimensions defined by the SPTF. 
This is a relatively straightforward and easy to use tool. It can be administered by the MFI 
itself or with external support (2-5 days). Over 500 MFIs have used the SPI tool since its 
inception. 

Social|rating: This involves an external, independent review that produces a score that 
can be compared to those of other institutions. Most credit rating agencies currently in 
the market have also developed a social category of rating. These keep one eye on the 
financial results, as well. 

6  http://www.cerise-microfinance.org/

7  Social Performance Indicators

Balance �nancial 
and social performance

Treat employees 
responsibly

Treat client responsibly

Design products, services, 
delivery models and channels 
that meet clients’ needs and 

preferences

Define and monitor 
social goals

Universal 
standards 
for social

performance
management

Ensure board, management, 
and employee commitment 

to social goals
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2
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Tools for measuring social performance

Intent and 
Design

Tools and methods

Internal 
systems/
activities

Outputs Outcomes Impacts

CGAP-Grameen-Ford FINCA

Cerise accion

M-CRIL MicroFinanza Rating SPA Tool Planet Rating

Source : CGAP; Focus Note n°41, Mai 2007.
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The increase  
in average loan 

size has hindered 
women’s access  

to credit.

Measuring|poverty: A third type of tool only measures the economic level of clients and 
monitors developments without necessarily looking at causes (working, rather, on results 
and effects). One of the best known is the PPI (Progress out of Poverty Index) developed 
by the GRAMEEN Foundation, with support from CGAP and the Ford Foundation.

SOS Faim’s approach
Since 2011, having supported its partners in implementing social performance manage-
ment, SOS Faim now tries to measure the social performance of all of its microfinance 
partners as regularly and as systematically as possible, across the board. 

The latest study was conducted in early 2015. It involved 27 MFIs across 9 different coun-
tries and three geographical areas:

|| West Africa: 4 countries, consisting mostly of mutual savings and credit institutions.

|| East and Central Africa: 2 countries, mostly limited companies.

|| South America: 3 countries, with a mix of savings and credit unions and NGOs. 

The study focused, on the one hand, on identifying certain key indicators and, on the oth-
er, on seeing how regularly the partners used social performance measurement tools, 
communicated regarding these and incorporated them into their networks.
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Main indicators for targeting customers or members of the institutions: 

Number by geographic region
Scope: the total number of families served by SOS Faim’s partner MFIs (2014) was 734,159, 
distributed as follows:

Percentage of women by geographic region
Women accounted for 39% of lenders across all partners, in 2014. This figure varies greatly 
from one area to another (see chart), but also from one partner to another, given that at 
two partners 75% of clients were female while at the “worst” performer only 14% were. 
Compared to a similar survey conducted in 2011-2012, this participation rate had dropped 
by almost 8%. One possible reason is that in some areas, particularly in West Africa, reg-
ulations imposed on MFIs8 led institutions to reduce their running costs. This resulted in 
average loan sizes increasing, to the detriment of women lenders, who, on average, have 
required smaller loans. Some MFIs also reduced or ended programmes promoting wom-
en’s access to credit for the same cost-cutting reasons. 

Percentage of rural clients by geographic region
75% of the clients of SOS Faim’s partner MFIs live in rural areas. Across all 3 geographical 
areas, the figure is far higher than 50%. This position is largely satisfactory in terms of our 
goal of improving rural populations’ access to financial services. Nevertheless, and this 
is a limitation of this kind of comparative benchmarking approach, it must be noted that 
the definition given to the term “rural” varies significantly from one MFI to another. For 
example, for an Ethiopian partner, it depends on whether the state authorities classify 
the zone where the credit is distributed as rural or urban. For a partner in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, it will depend rather on the geographic location of the branch that 
distributed the credit.

Average loan size / Annual GNI per capita  
by geographic region
The average amount of credit granted compared to the annual gross national income per 
capita was also analysed. On average, it is 48%. In all the three regions, the ratio is below 
100%. For some MFIs, this ratio is still relatively high. It may be above 100%, either be-
cause they prioritise larger loans for agricultural investment, or because they primarily 
provide loans to groups.

8   See in this regard Zoom Microfinance No. 43 : https://www.sosfaim.org/be/en/publication/the-effects-of-regulation-on-
microfinance-in-west-africa/
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The provision of non-financial services
65% of SOS Faim’s partners offer non-financial services, either directly or indirectly, in 
partnership with another entity. These services cover diverse areas: entrepreneurship, 
managing household income, financial education and training in agricultural techniques. 
Agricultural training is mainly the concern of the financial institutions set up by producer 
organizations. 

The use of tools to measure social performance
77% of partners who participated in the survey had used this type of tool: most had used 
CERISE’s SPI, and external ratings. 

Non-�nancial services provided 
[in %] 

Yes
65.2

No
34.7

The use of tools to measure 
social performance
[in %] 

Often 
(at least once 

a year)

31

Never
23 Sometimes 

(at least once 
in the last 

5 years)

46

A closer look at CERISE’s SPI:  
Harbu, in Ethiopia

From May to July 2013, 
Harbu, an Ethiopian 
MFI, conducted a social 
performance audit with 
CERISE’s SPI 3 tool*.  
The local branches carried 
out the audit internally. 
The final rating was 53 out 
of 100, with significant 
variations in performance 
amongst the criteria. 
The two diagrams below 
highlight the main 
conclusions of this work. 

*  SPI 3 examined 4 dimensions of social  
performance

20
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Benefits to clients 

Adaptation of services Social responsibility 
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Geographic Targeting

Economic benefits
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65% of  
SOS Faim’s 

partners offer  
non-financial 

services.

Key points:

|| Harbu’s mission is to serve the poor and excluded. Nevertheless, the institution did 
not have a systematic targeting process, this however did not prevent the MFI from 
effectively serving the poor.

|| Harbu performed well with regard to tailoring its services: both financial and non-fi-
nancial.

|| Benefits to clients were mixed: in reality, they were not measured, but there was an 
interesting client empowerment effect, including amongst women’s groups. 

|| Results for the social responsibility dimension were also mixed: good re staff but weak 
re customers (client protection principles little applied, no clear environmental policy). 

|| Harbu reacted to this first social audit exercise by taking three different measures: 
firstly, by appointing personnel in charge of the regular monitoring of its social perfor-
mance. Then, like other Ethiopian MFIs, Harbu engaged in identifying green products 
with the support of MicroEnergy International9. And finally, in 2014, Harbu looked fur-
ther into the question of client services by conducting a customer satisfaction survey. 

9   See in this regard Zoom Microfinance No. 42: https://www.sosfaim.org/be/en/publication/an-ever-greener-microfinance-
industry-trend-or-fad/
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The use of poverty monitoring tools
64% of SOS Faim’s partners say they use a poverty monitoring tool. Among them, the Pro-
gress out of Poverty Index (PPI) is most often cited. This measures the proportion of cli-
ents whose families live in poverty and how this percentage changes over time. Changes 
in poverty levels are measured not only in terms of the financial services offered by MFIs. 
To measure the level of poverty, national indicators are used, for example, the type of 
walls used in a house, the availability of toilets, the cooking method used, the proportion 
of children in school, and so on. 

One potential difficulty is obtaining a sufficient amount of recent national statistics. In 
addition, this tool requires direct access to client homes, which can be difficult and ex-
pensive in remote rural areas. Finally, certain questions may be sensitive because they 
concern family wealth (e.g. jewellery ownership).

The main conclusions of the SOS Faim study 

The proportion of the client base that was rural was high, which met the institution’s 
objectives. Of greater concern was the drop in women’s participation rates, compared to 
a previous study. The predominantly rural nature of activities probably also means that 
many loans would have been foremost to heads of households, in many countries.

The quality of customer poverty monitoring was satisfactory, overall; by contrast, there 
had been little formal implementation of client protection principles among the sample 
of partners. In terms of social performance management monitoring, only 30% of MFIs 
had done so regularly (once a year or more) and had therefore properly used the tool.

Why focus on social performance? 
For some observers, the fact that there is strong and growing demand for financial ser-
vices among the poorest segments of the population is in itself sufficient evidence of the 
social utility of microfinance institutions. Additional assessments therefore seem super-
fluous to them. 

However, for the majority, social performance has become the logical counterpart of finan-
cial performance. Indeed, setting up financial services is not an end in itself. The aim is to 
improve customers’ lives. Incidentally, social performance management has grown in large 
part on the back of various crises that followed the commercialization of microfinance.

A closer look at the PPI of SFPI, in Ethiopia.*

The Ethiopian MFI, SFPI, 
started using the PPI 
tool in 2012, initially with 
a sample of 255 new or 
recent clients. 

This work involved 9 of the MFI’s 11 agencies. At the time, the PPI used in Ethiopia included 11 indicators 
based on national statistics from 2004 and 2005. 

The main findings were: 59% of SFPI’s customers lived on less than US$1.75 per day, a slightly higher propor-
tion than the 52% national average (2004-2005 statistics). In addition, rural clients are on average poorer, as 
are women clients. Segmenting its portfolio of clients according to their living standards has enabled SFPI 
to tailor products and services to the specific needs of different categories of customer.

Following this first test, SFPI continued and expanded the initiative. 

* For further details, see Zoom Microfinance No. 39 : https://www.sosfaim.org/be/en/publication/social-performance-manage-
ment-lessons-from-ethiopias-specialized-financial-and-promotional-institution/

introduction social performance assessing measuring approach focus conclusion
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On the donor side, 
the existence 

of an objective 
tool to validate 

the social 
performance 

of an MFI can 
guide resource 

allocation.

It is therefore legitimate to ask how the microfinance sector would have evolved were it 
not for this wave of concern with social performance. It seems social performance tools 
have helped the sector arrest its drift towards an excessive focus on financial aims. But 
is it possible to say that the general adoption of social performance management tools 
has ultimately contributed to increasing the microfinance sector’s concern with social 
objectives?

Conclusion:  
who benefits from measuring social performance? 
The view of microfinance institutions: ongoing social performance evaluation can be a 
very useful management tool that leads MFIs to better understand customer needs and 
thus contribute to some extent to improving their satisfaction and loyalty. In the same 
way, better-suited products and services allow for tailoring interest rates and reducing 
transaction costs, thus contributing to improving the financial performance of MFIs. Fi-
nally, and this is without doubt also very important to MFIs, such initiatives improve their 
image. There is a clear marketing impact that might be of even greater interest to MFIs 
looking to raise funds through grants and refinancing from investors. 

It is open to question whether an MFI that does not need external support will really be 
spontaneously motivated to implement a social performance measurement. In any event, 
these institutions should be made aware of the importance of this tool for enhancing the 
quality of the benefits and services they provide. Moreover, we observed that often when 
MFIs were sought by an outside partner to engage in social performance management 
they showed interest and responded positively. 

But the question of ongoing ownership of the tool remains. 

It is still the ‘North’ that carries out the work of promoting social performance measure-
ment tools and in some cases, finances the initial implementation. This approach is jus-
tified because on the donor side (public, non-governmental, private), the existence of an 
objective tool to validate the social performance of an MFI is an argument, or even a re-
quirement, in choosing how to allocate increasingly rare resources. Any aid given is thus 
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The desire 
to be able to 

compare and 
therefore classify 

everything is 
omnipresent.

justified because it can be shown that a measure of movement towards the recipient 
institution’s declared objectives (increased income, reduced vulnerability, increased au-
tonomy, etc.) has been achieved.

The logic is essentially the same for microfinance investment vehicles whether mobiliz-
ing individual savers’ or institutional investors’ funds.

More recently, states (or groups of states) in charge of regulation have also thrown their 
hats in the ring. Countries like Bolivia and Ecuador have thus planned to incorporate a 
requirement in the regulations for using a social performance management tool. The au-
thorities’ first concern is certainly to strengthen the protection of customers.

Finally, as in many other areas, performance comparison pressure (benchmarking) also 
exists in the microfinance sector, including for social performance. The desire to be able 
to compare and therefore classify everything is omnipresent. A culture of quantitative 
performance has emerged, at the risk of erasing all the diversity of contexts and approach-
es and institution building processes. Moreover, competitive pressure has increased. Are 
development goals always necessarily compatible with the competitive bidding process? 
The answer probably lies in a permanent desire to improve the quality of work, while re-
acting to specific realities that do not necessarily lend themselves to comparison. 
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SOS Faim

This issue of Zoom Microfinance was written by Marc MEES, head of knowledge man-
agement at SOS Faim. It is based on a survey of SOS Faim’s partners that was conduct-
ed in 2014-2015, by Dominique CARRIOU.

SOS Faim Belgium and SOS Faim Luxembourg are two development NGOs active in 
the fight against hunger and poverty in Africa and Latin America. In favouring an ap-
proach based on partnership with local stakeholders, the two SOS Faim entities sup-
port family farming by providing farmers in the south with technical, organizational 
and financial support, and by raising the awareness of and mobilising people from the 
North around issues relating to poverty and food security.

Apart from Zoom Microfinance, SOS Faim publishes Farming Dynamics, which pro-
vides analysis on the aims, models and implementation conditions of aid to micro-
finance institutions. This publication is available for download in French, English and 
Spanish on SOS Faim’s website: www.sosfaim.org.

The|most|recent|issues|of|Zoom Microfinance|
have|dealt|with|the|following|topics

  n° 44 Guarantee funds - a response to agricultural credit risk 

  n° 43 The effects of regulation on microfinance in West Africa

  n° 42 An ever greener microfinance industry: trend or fad? 

  n° 41 Paidek: 20 years to build a strong and appropriate response  
to financing needs in Kivu. 

  n° 40 Developing rural finance through public-private sector cooperation

  n° 39 Social performance management –  
Lessons from Ethiopia’s Specialized Financial and Promotional Institution
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