
Introduction

Institutionalizing Client Assessment:
The Activists for Social Alternatives—India

This Progress Note is based on the

experience of The Activists for Social

Alternatives (ASA) in institutionalizing

a client assessment and monitoring

system in southern India. The orga-

nization’s experience demonstrates

that client assessment efforts—

including listening to clients and staff

for feedback, assessing program

impact, discovering whether the

organization is reaching its target

group, and taking action to expand

scale and improve institutional sus-

tainability—are worthwhile. Micro-

finance institutions (MFIs) can learn

from the tools adopted by ASA and

from the considerations taken into

account when designing a client

assessment and monitoring system.

Organizational Profile

ASA began operations in 1986 as a

nongovernmental organization with

the mission to facilitate the social,

cultural, and political empowerment

of very poor women in southern

India. As it grew, ASA realized that

the economic improvement of women

formed the strongest base for their

social, cultural, and political empow-

erment. It concluded, moreover, that

savings and credit offered the greatest

potential for improving the economic

status of large numbers of very poor

rural women. Consequently, in 1995

ASA created its own microfinance

program called “Grama Vidiyal” (GV).

Through GV, ASA offers its members

a range of financial services, including

microcredit, microsavings, microin-

surance, and micropensions. GV

grew significantly during 2000–03,

with members increasing from 9,000

to 68,000, total loans increasing from

US$338,982 to US$3,443,316 (with  a

repayment rate of 98 percent), and

total savings increasing from

US$93,960 to US$1,168,826.

ASA has developed a decentralized

franchise structure that delegates

responsibility, accountability, and

decision making to geographically

based levels in the program. The

foundation of the ASA structure is

the poor woman borrower/saver.

Five women form a group, four

groups form a center, thirty centers

form a cluster, and five clusters form

a branch. Existing branches are in

the process of being transformed

into a member-owned, community-

based Mutual Benefit Trust (MBT).

The women members are the users,
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Figure 1.

kiosks to entrepreneurs in

villages where ASA works;

• Business development services, 

including marketing linkages

both internally and overseas;

• Vidiyal Matriculation School, 

which offers high-quality educa-

tion for 500 primary and   sec-

ondary school-aged children;

• Child Labor Elimination and 

Effective Rehabilitation Program;

• Gender equality and sensitization;

• Tenants’ rights services;

• Watershed development and 

other natural resource manage-

ment programs; and

• Local governance programs to 

increase participation, improve

leadership skills, and promote

increased leadership participation

of women (particularly Dalit

women).

Client Assessment
As part of its participatory and

comprehensive poverty alleviation

strategy, ASA has committed to

institutionalizing a cost-effective

client assessment and monitoring

system that aims (1) to create and

institutionalize a credible and

practitioner-led client assessment

and monitoring system that receives

constant feedback and reflects and

responds to members’ needs, and

(2) to contribute to reaching signifi-

cant scale and institutional sustain-

ability without drifting from the

poverty alleviation mission. Figure

1 outlines the key domains and

questions that form the system.

Furthermore, ASA’s client assess-

ment system recognizes all levels

of stakeholders as valuable sources

of information and uses the   mul-

tiple strategies and techniques

shown in Figure 2.

ORGANIZATION 
MISSION & SERVICES

Poverty Targeting Profile

Who is leaving?

Leaving due to impact?

Leaving due to
dissatisfaction?

Are they satisfied?Reaching the target?

Having impact?Reducing poverty?

Impact Satisfaction

Reasons for Exit

managers, and owners of this Trust.

MBT members elect center leaders

who receive leadership training

and placement as Community Field

Officers. In addition, ASA identifies

one center leader from each branch

and provides her leadership training

as preparation for becoming the

president of the branch. ASA’s goal

is eventually  to empower the

poorest women members to own

and manage community-based

institutions.

ASA also offers a wide range of

innovative nonfinancial services

addressing various sociopolitical

aspects of poverty, including the

following programs:

• Vidiyal Information Service 

Providers (VISPs), which use

information communication

technology to provide information

and linkage services through
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Member Database. ASA built an

Excel-based database of all members’

entry-level information to use as a

baseline for a future client assessment

for measuring the poverty level of

entry-level clients, assessing the

impact of participating in the pro-

gram, and monitoring those who

join the program so the organization

can tailor its services to the members’

characteristics.

Satisfaction Express. Satisfaction

Express seeks to provide members

the opportunity to offer regular

feedback about ASA’s products,

services, policies, and procedures.

It also solicits recommendations for

improving the products and servic-

es, and to strengthen ASA’s com-

petitiveness and outreach.

Satisfaction Express uses a suggestion

box and audiotape recorders at

each center. The suggestion form

includes two or three open-ended

questions along with an answer

guide. Members do not write their

names and ASA groups all responses

together, assuring confidentiality.

Members who have difficulty reading

and writing are encouraged to

record their opinions in a closed

area where their recording cannot

be overheard. Division coordina-

tors transcribe the members’ com-

ments into the Satisfaction Express

form and place them in the drop

box. To date, ASA has pilot-tested

Satisfaction Express in four branch-

es and four centers.

Client Satisfaction Focus Group

Discussions. To obtain more

structured feedback about mem-

bers’ satisfaction on preselected

topics, ASA uses a modified ver-

sion of the SEEP/AIMS client satis-

faction focus group discussion

(FGD). ASA conducts FGDs with

current and former members once

every six months, drawing samples

from selected branches in rural,

semi-urban, and urban settings.

Mobile Information Agent. ASA

has pilot-tested using VISP kiosks

to reach potential and current mem-

bers, particularly for disseminating

information on its current prod-

ucts and services and getting feed-

back from members. Because the

kiosks are located centrally in vil-

lages, they are perceived to be an

effective channel, in terms of out-

reach and cost, to reach community

members in remote areas. In addi-

tion, ASA has experimented with

using laptop computers to make

periodic presentations in remote

villages where VISP kiosks do not

yet exist.

Advisory Board. In recognizing

the value of educating and listening

to community members who have

not yet joined, ASA has pilot-tested

an advisory board of approximately

ten nonmembers in each communi-

ty covered by one branch. It facili-

tates a meeting once every six

months to understand why they do

not join and whether any unmet

demand for financial or development

services exists in their communities.

Such information should help ASA

develop new products and services

or improve existing products.

Focus on Branches. ASA recognizes

field staff as an invaluable source

of client assessment information.

The core management team meets

with branch staff once a month to

get feedback and improve the   sys-

tem. Although occasionally  time

consuming, monthly branch meet-

ONGOING

Current Members

• Member Database
• Satisfaction Express
• Internal Learning

Exit Members

• Member Database
• Management 

Information System

Field Staff

• Suggestion Box
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Current Members

• Impact Survey
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Figure 2.



4 • PROGRESS NOTE • NO. 3 • SEPTEMBER 2004

ings have proven to be an effective

means of communicating directly

between field staff and manage-

ment.

Suggestion Box. The Satisfaction

Express suggestion box also receives

feedback from field staff. The ques-

tions on the response form are deter-

mined by core management and

change periodically based on the

need for feedback on particular top-

ics. The response form also includes

space for other comments.

Empowerment Interviews. To

assess if it is achieving its mission

and to learn about its members’

empowerment through participation

in the program, ASA uses the

SEEP/AIMS empowerment interview

tool. This set of five assessment tools

can be used to gather information

about program impacts and clients.

It asks members a series  of categori-

cal questions (largely open-ended)

about themselves, their enterprises,

their families/ households, and their

communities at different points in

time before and after joining ASA.

The empowerment tool includes a

methodological option of using self-

portraits as a way to initiate discus-

sion. The self-portrait option, how-

ever, proved to be inappropriate

during field testing because most of

the women had no experience with

portrait drawing and felt uncomfort-

able with pens in their hands.

Member Surveys. ASA has modi-

fied the SEEP/AIMS impact and exit

surveys used to get information on

poverty and socioeconomic status

and satisfaction from both current

and former members. Current

members respond to questions on

impact and former members answer

questions about reasons for leaving

the program. ASA plans to conduct

an impact survey once every five

years and an exit survey once

every year.

Internal Learning System (ILS).

ILS is a participatory methodology

that assesses program impact using

simple pictorial diaries. Through

the pictorial diaries, the women

learn by themselves and note how

they run their enterprises with

loans from GV. The ILS enables

ASA and its members to conduct

longitudinal and cross-sectional

analyses of the impact and needs

of members by comparing levels of

empowerment between new mem-

bers and mature members.

Conclusions

Overall, ASA’s experience demon-

strates that, despite the costs and

challenges, client assessment efforts

are worthwhile, including listening

to clients and staff for feedback,

assessing program impact, discov-

ering whether the organization is

reaching its target group, and taking

action to expand scale and improve

institutional sustainability. The fol-

lowing considerations reflect the

experience of ASA and other MFIs

with which the author has worked.

Organizations designing cost-effec-

tive client assessment systems must

account for such institutional and

methodological considerations.

Institutional Considerations.

Organizations designing cost-effec-

tive client assessment systems must

take into account the following insti-

tutional considerations.

• Conducting a sensitization and 

planning session with all levels of

an organization is essential for

the organization to embrace and

institutionalize the client assess-

ment and monitoring system.

Involving all key stakeholders—

especially field officers, members,

and management—in the process

provides diverse and valuable

perspectives.

• The organization must make 

clear the division of labor and

should assign responsibility for

overall coordination and over-

sight of the system to a particular

unit within the organization. It

should also clearly define individ-

ual tasks and participatory group

tasks, as well as who will be

responsible at each stage. MFIs

must be careful about how much

additional work they assign to

regular operational staff and

should take care not to assign

field officers the task of inter-

viewing their own clients or con-

ducting surveys or FGDs in their

own branch locations.

• A systematic approach to client 

assessment ensures cost effective-

ness and benefit to the organiza-

tion. Although some costs are dif-

ficult to anticipate, a budget pro-

viding a clear understanding of

how much the client assessment

will cost will help avoid con-

straints with funding at a later

stage in the process.

• While too little commitment from

management and board to client

assessment causes concern, an

organization should avoid the

temptation to assign too much

importance to client assessment.
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A practical outlook on how much can be done can

help set the appropriate priorities.

• Training staff and transferring skills to establish 

internal capacity to carry on client assessment activ-

ities are essential, because the staff will be respon-

sible for the continued maintenance of the client

assessment and monitoring system.

• Organizations must recognize that they cannot 

always translate findings into action. For instance,

the results of ASA’s client assessment conducted in

August 2003 indicated a large unmet demand for

matriculation schools. Considering the amount of

funding needed to open such schools in one branch

location, however, ASA realized that it would not be

able to open schools in all branch locations. In such

cases, MFIs must communicate this reality back to

the members so they know the organization has

heard their voices, even though the program cannot

currently meet their demand.

Methodological Considerations. Organizations

must also consider the following methodological issues.

• Before starting to collect large amounts of data, 

MFIs must spend time identifying the types of

information needed for addressing specific    ques-

tions of critical importance to the organization. They

must define the type of questions to ask, tools to

use, and sample to draw based on the     specific

information needs.

• When selecting specific tools, organizations should 

consider opportunities to triangulate various sources

of data, thus increasing the validity of the findings. A

thorough assessment and review of existing tools

should identify their strengths and weaknesses in the

view of information needs and existing capacity of

the institution, including staff capacity. Staff with

prior experience using the tool can more effectively

facilitate the process of identifying the strengths and

weaknesses of a possible tool.

• Organizations must also consider the availability 

of resources, such as time, human resources, and

funding, and design the client assessment system

within those resources. Many MFIs face limitations

and will be unable to conduct client assessments in

a scientific way; but they must perform the work

without compromising the credibility and validity

of results.

• MFIs should assess the possibilities for using exiting

facilities and infrastructure without incurring much

additional cost.

• When designing the client assessment system, 

organizations should consider the characteristics of

the members and the potential market receiving

services. For example, if members and potential

members are illiterate, any research technique

requiring reading or writing will not work.

• Organizations need to plan ahead of time the 

logistical arrangements of data collection, entry,

and analysis, taking into consideration possible

delays and unexpected events related to both the

institution and the members.

• Since most MFIs lack technical and personnel 

capacity for conducting data analysis, they must

put into place a plan regarding how to analyze and

present the data, including procurement and use of

data analysis software.
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Note

The client assessment activity in this publication was funded through Imp-Act and the
Practitioner Learning Program (PLP). Imp-Act is a three-year, global action-research program
designed to improve the quality of microfinance services and their impact on poverty by
developing impact assessment systems. Imp-Act is funded by the Ford Foundation and jointly
implemented by a team from three British universities: the Institute of Development Studies, the
University of Bath, and the University of Sheffield. PLP explores key challenges facing the
microenterprise field by engaging practitioner organizations in a learning network to document
and share findings of their action research and to identify successful practices and innovations.
PLP is funded by the Microenterprise Development Division of the U.S. Agency for
International Development and implemented by The SEEP Network.
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