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1 Executive summary 
 

In 2007, the Baptist Union of Denmark (BUD) cooperated with Dutabarane in implementing an HIV 
and AIDS care and prevention programme in Burundi called Mobilizing for Life. Based upon the 
success of an earlier pilot project, a microfinance project called Shigikirana Savings for Life (SSfL) 
was added to Dutabarane in 2009 with funding from Project Advice and Training Centre (PACT 
former PRNGO) – a public funded donor in Denmark. An additional project support was obtained 
from World Relief Canada. The SSfL project was designed according to the Village Savings and 
Loan (VSL) model established by VSL Associates. 

The decision to incorporate a microfinance component into this project set out with a goal “to elevate 
the socioeconomic status of the rural poor who are caring for HIV affected persons.”  Generally, the 
project hoped to improve the economic and social wellbeing of Burundi’s poor, and at the same time 
reduce the stigma and discrimination against persons living with HIV/AIDS.   

The basic lesson learned from its earlier programme evaluation and largely confirmed in this is that 
SSfL is a highly successful programme: in some ways precedent-setting not only in Burundi, but 
sector wide.  It is large-scale, cost-effective and has led to the creation of groups that retain their 
members and are highly profitable.  It has, wisely, focused on a limited geographical area in order to 
concentrate its efforts while it absorbs and applies lessons learned and has achieved remarkable 
results at the level of the savings groups themselves. Without question it has created a remarkable 
foundation for growth. 

A little more than two years after the project’s inception, Dutabarane and BUD requested an impact 
assessment of the SSfL programme to determine its success.1 The following confirms that the 
results have been generally positive, but with some important exceptions. First of all, members of the 
target group – in this case those who participated in the VSL groups – experienced gains in several 
areas put forth in the stated goal. In just two years these participants increased their share of 
productive assets, experienced improved nutrition and access to affordable health care, achieved 
higher levels of social capital, and spread knowledge of HIV transmission. Additionally, many 
members are extending these gains to the greater community by offering assistance to community 
members with HIV/AIDS, but to date with only limited success. Secondly, and of real significance,  
the project has exceeded its targets at a cost that is 30% less than projected and at the top end of 
international norms.   

Moving forward, Dutabarane can improve its programme by seeking out ways to extend the SSfL 
programme to the poorest citizens in Burundi. At the time of this report, it appears that many 
members of the target group had a slight economic advantage over those in control group – in this 
case those who did not participate in the VSL groups. One important finding suggests that a 
characteristic of those in the control group is they lack contact with programmes provided by NGOs. 
Therefore, in order to extend the SSfL programme to this cohort, Dutabarane may find it beneficial to 
discover the root of this disconnect. 

Another area of improvement concerns group members who are HIV positive. The data suggests 
that many group members may not disclose their HIV status. Given the social stigma associated with 
the disease, this makes sense. However, if one of the principal objectives of Dutabarane’s 
programme is to facilitate openness and understanding toward those infected with HIV/AIDS, this 

                                                             
1 The two-year time period that has elapsed since the inception of the project is the bare minimum 
period in which it is reasonable to expect to see significant impact in terms of an improved asset base and 
access to a wider range of services and economic opportuinity.  It is generally recommended that studies of 
this sort be conducted amongst groups that are at least 2 ½ years old, and preferably 3.  See 3.4 Timing of the 
evaluation. 
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finding highlights another area for improvement. Given that members already demonstrate 
considerable trust just to participate in VSL groups, this arrangement provides an excellent 
opportunity to work on extending that trust to other areas concerning HIV/AIDS. 

The results of this analysis show the programme has overall had a positive impact.  Holding this data 
to a rigorous statistical confidence threshold has allowed us to identify unquestionable areas of 
improvement.  That said, while the programme may have attributed to improvements in other areas, 
we cannot say with certainty that this is the case.  A follow up study with targeted questions and a 
more robust data set would reveal further information.  The summary conclusions are as follows: 

• The programme has exceeded its targets in terms of the numbers of groups created and has 
done so at a cost that is 36% below projection.  At a cost of $7 per member the programme has 
exceeded even the most efficient of all other projects that are listed in the SAVIX website.2  All 
things being equal, there is a compelling case for a no-cost extension to consolidate the 
impressive achievements of this ground-breaking work and direct it more deliberately at the 
poorest (see next bullet). 

• Members of the VSLA groups are not among the poorest in Burundi.  The average housing 
conditions, sizeable grain stocks, and quantity of livestock among the target group at the 
beginning of the programme were significantly higher than those of the control group.  This may 
indicate that those in the target group simply have, or seek out, access to these type of 
programmes.  This was highlighted by the fact that not one respondent from the control group 
received financial assistance from NGOs, an indication that they are isolated from programmes 
such as SSfL in general. While this is normal for an entry-level savings group programme, SSfL 
should make it a priority to identify more like those in the control group to whom they may 
extend the VSLA model. 

• Those in the target group have been able to substantially increase their share of owned 
cultivable land, one of the best proxies for economic security and wellbeing. 

• Trends in other productive assets show mixed results.  Machinery and equipment have 
increased for the target group.  However, livestock has decreased considerably.  Again, this 
could be because members of the target group had a surplus of livestock and were in a position 
to sell some of that surplus in order to make other investments. 

• Non-productive assets are increasing among those in the target group.  This suggests that on 
the whole, they have met their basic needs, and now have some disposable income to purchase 
these items. 

• Average income for VSLA members is twice that of the control group.  We cannot say if that is 
an improvement over two years ago. 

• VSLAs provide a service that is in demand, and does so with attributes that are superior to other 
similar services.  Once made available to them, the members made a significant shift in 
borrowing and saving behavior.   

• 95% of VSLA members saved in the last month, compared to only 31% of the control group. 
75% of VSLA loans are invested in positive, future oriented activities such as a small business, 
household improvements, or education 

• The programme has not had any significant impact on empowering women to have more control 
over household decisions.  This probably a function of the relative youth of the programme since 
female empowerment at the household level tends to emerge when the economic impact 
becomes overwhelmingly clear – usually after 2 ½ -3 years 

• Nutrition improved substantially over the control group, with members eating comparably 20% 
more meals per day.   

                                                             
2  The SAVIX reports on 150 savings group projects in 22 countries and captures quarterly data on over 
64,000 groups comprising more than 1.5 million members. 
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• There has been a 24% increase in access to affordable medical facilities and services.  This is 
an 18% statistically significant difference from the control group.  

• Social capital is improved significantly, with a majority feeling highly respected in their families 
and communities, and with nearly half of members holding administrative positions in community 
groups.  The number of members holding such positions has increased over the past two years, 
while it has decreased in the control group. 

• Families in the SSfL programme have more family members tested for HIV.  Furthermore of 
their children are aware of the ways to transmit HIV. 

• 33% of groups have reached out to provide support to community members with HIV/AIDS, 
which is less than half the project target - and the types of assistance appear mainly to be 
restricted to support from the social fund.  While it is possible that there are more VSLAs with 
members who are infected with HIV/AIDS than may be reported by group members in this 
survey, it is clear that the project has only been partially successful in having VSLAs actively 
seek out and support HIV affected members of their communities with a holistic range of 
services.  The delay in implementing the Facing Aids curriculum is deliberate, to enable groups 
to complete their first cycle before being exposed to the curriculum, but  puts a premium on it 
being prioritized for the future. 

• The MIS is out of date, with average data postings running some 4.66 months behind schedule.  
This implies that a large number of new groups have not yet been recorded in the system, 
significantly increasing the totals achieved to date. The lack of timeliness in collecting and 
entering data is almost certainly due to the abnormally high Field Officer caseloads, combined 
with no clear management mandate to give the MIS priority. This negates its value both as a 
management and a reporting tool.  The current data set, while seriously out of date indicates, 
however, the following: 

• The project has exceeded its numerical goals (probably by a substantial margin when late-
data is taken in to account) 

• Member motivation and commitment is high 
• Financial performance is satisfactory and in line with international norms 
• Operational efficiency and cost-effectiveness are extremely high at the Field Officer level, but 

at the probable cost of optimal supervision of a larger network of Village Agents per Field 
Officer than is desirable 

To make the MIS achieve its potential, the clear priority is: 

• to reduce FO caseloads by reducing the number of Village Agent supervised (not only to 
ensure timely and accurate data collection, but also proper Village Agent supervision) 

• emphasise the timely and regular quarterly submission of MIS data 
• promulgate quarterly MIS reports to all FOs and Supervisors 
• mandate quarterly reviews of FO performance, at the Supervisor and PM level, based on 

MIS findings 
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2 Project logic and strategy 
 

2.1 Goals and outputs 
The SSfL project has the following final goal: 
“To elevate the socioeconomic status of the rural poor who are caring for HIV affected persons” 

This goal is defined by the following objectives: 

• Create transparent, accountable and sustainable associations which effectively promote and 
advocate for the economic and social well-being of both members and their communities. 

• Establish disciplined savings and investment systems and practices leading to                      
increased security for association members and their communities. 

• Strengthen engagement of participants in HIV/AIDS prevention and care initiatives in their 
communities. 

• Reduce stigma and discrimination against persons living with HIV/AIDS and orphans and 
advocate for their rights and protection in their communities 

The major measurable outputs of the project were defined as: 

• 1,224 Village Saving and Loan Associations (VSLAs) 
• 26,737 beneficiaries (which may be inferred to mean VSLA members) 
• Strengthened institutional capacity to implement the VSL project within the focus provinces 
• Effective monitoring and information system to assess efficiency and effectiveness of the 

programme established. 

2.2 Project strategy 
The 3-year pilot project was designed to expand the Shigikirana Savings for Life programme from its 
9 original pilot VSLAs with 180 members to seven provinces in western and central Burundi.  The 
justification for this expansion was not only to improve economic and social wellbeing for thousands 
of citizens living in poverty, but also to facilitate acceptance and care for the large number of citizens 
affected by HIV/AIDS. The anticipated result at the household level was posited as: 

• Increased household disposable income 
• Increased household food security 
• Improved social capital, leading to more development projects 
• Increased care for those affected by HIV/AIDS  
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3 Evaluation Methodology 
 

3.1 Review of Management Information System 
The project makes use of VSL Associates Management Information System, as the basis for 
reporting results against group and membership targets and assessing, inter alia, member 
satisfaction, programme and average group financial performance and the efficiency of the 
implementing organisation.  We used this as the basis for assessing progress against  

3.2 Selection of Associations  
First we selected 16 VSL Associations, which were spread evenly across the programme area. 
Normally a three year time frame is required to measure significant change. However, the longest 
established associations for this study were just over two years old, so great care was also taken to 
ensure selection included only the most established associations. 

3.3 Choice of respondents and survey methodology 
We used a method that has been applied in many VSL impact studies to date, using recall 
techniques.  Once an enumerator randomly selected two respondents from the groups visited, each 
respondent identified a non-member, from the same community whom they considered to be of 
approximately similar social and economic status to the VSL Association members at the time of 
becoming a member.  Both the VSL Association members and the non-members were administered 
a questionnaire that required them to recall their situation at the time of the programme’s inception 
and to report on the same set of data at the present time. 

3.4 Timing of the evaluation 
It should be noted that it is much too early to fully evaluate programme impact and arrive at definitive 
conclusions.  Other studies done of savings group programmes in Africa note that impact is usually 
not significant until at least 2 ½ years have passed.  The reasons for this are as follows: 

• During the first cycle, most participants are unconvinced of the safety and profitability of the 
system and tend to keep share values small and buy the minimum.   

• After one year, when the safety and profitability are proven and members have experienced the 
benefits of access to loans and emergency support, share values frequently double and people 
tend to buy more shares.  Although this leads to a significant increase in group capitalisation, it is 
also the case the significant benefits to members in terms of the acquisition of capital assets is 
not felt until the end of the cycle – that is to say, after 2 years. 

• After 2 years, the increased use of loan funds and, most important of all, the large share out at 
the end of the second cycle begins to show up in terms of assets and enterprise investment.   

For these reasons, it is recommended that impact evaluations of savings group programmes take 
place after 3 years 
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4 Household survey findings 
 

4.1 Methods of statistical analysis:   
The data was subjected to a variety of statistical tests, each held to a 90% confidence level, 
represented by a p-value of < 0.1.  For the averages we used a “difference of means t-test”. This is 
because while in some cases the averages of the control and target group may be different, there 
may be a lot of variability caused by extreme outliers in each group. If so, the two groups may not be 
statistically different. This test helps us determine whether or not the averages are indeed 
statistically different, and thus if the VSLA programme definitely had the impact the means tell us on 
the surface. For variables that had several categorical responses, we used either a “Pearson’s chi 
square” test, or a “Fisher’s exact” test. These tests perform a task that is essentially the same as that 
of the t-tests. The difference is these tests allow us to see the differences in average responses 
across several categorical responses – such as different types of roofing material or reasons for 
taking a VSL loan. A Fisher’s exact test is essentially the same as a Pearson’s chi square test, but 
used when the number of respondents is expected to be less than five for any given category. 

Again, it is important to note that in some cases, indeed most cases in this report, the face value 
averages suggest the programme has had a positive impact on the target group, and this very well 
may be the case.  However, subjecting these numbers to a strict statistical threshold allows us to 
identify with confidence the areas in which we are certain the programme has had an impact.  With 
these findings, then, we are able to reasonably expect these programmes to have similar effects in 
other areas should the VSLAs be expanded.  Finally, in some cases we felt it appropriate to highlight 
findings that approached, but did not meet the 90% confidence threshold.  For each such case, we 
make sure to specify the adjusted level of confidence accordingly.  

4.2 Summary of findings 
A summary of the report’s findings is found below in Table 1.  This table provides a general overview 
of the results, and shows only the impacts that proved to be statistically significant.  The study 
results demonstrate that the programme had considerable positive impacts on the target group in all 
three objective areas: economic wellbeing, social wellbeing, and HIV/AIDS awareness and 
acceptance. 

Table 1 – Statistically Significant Impacts on VSLA Members 

Indicator Economic Wellbeing Physical & Social 
Wellbeing 

HIV/AIDS Awareness & 
Acceptance 

 
Productive 
Assets 
 

13.4 acre average 
increase in owned land   

 
Non-
Productive 
Assets 

Increases in home 
furnishings & 
electronic goods 

  

 
Saving 
 

95% Savings Rate   
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Indicator Economic Wellbeing Physical & Social 
Wellbeing 

HIV/AIDS Awareness & 
Acceptance 

Loans & 
Grants 

75% of target group 
invested in business, 
home improvement, or 
education 

 
24 VSLA grants provided to 
HIV positive community 
members 

Nutrition Substantially higher food 
stocks 

20% increase over control 
group in number of meals per 
day 

 

Health  

18% increase in ability to 
afford health services, a 
24% difference over control 
group 

 

 
HIV Testing 
 

  30% higher than control 
group test rate 

HIV 
Transmission   

Knowledge of HIV 
transmission 9.4% higher 
than control group and, at 
100%, well in excess of 
programme targets 

Social Capital  

100% feel respected in the 
community 
98% feel respected in the 
family 

 

 
Leadership 
 

 

49% hold administrative 
positions in groups, 
indicating positive social 
status.  But only 2% increase 
indicating that VSLA 
members tend to be higher 
status individuals.  Control 
group declined by 3% 

 

HIV Assistance   

33% of VSLAs assisted 
community members with 
HIV/AIDS, but 50%  below 
project targets 

 

4.3  Productive and non-productive assets 
Tables 2, 3, and 4 show the two-year changes in levels of productive and non-productive assets. 
Perhaps the best indicator for overall economic wellbeing is cultivable land.  Here we see that the 
target group has increased substantially its share of owned cultivable land.  While the target group 
has increased its share of cultivable land by an average of more than 13 acres, on average the non-
participant group lost almost 1.5 acres.  Though the p-value only allows us to say so with an 84% 
confidence level, the target group’s share of rented cultivable land decreased, which may indicate an 
overall positive shift away from renting land and toward land ownership.  

Other noteworthy findings are in total machinery and equipment, and total livestock.  The target 
group increased its stock of total machinery and equipment by almost twice that of the non-
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participants.  The bulk of this increase it seems was in hoes and bags.  Conversely, the target group 
lost a considerable share of total livestock.  This may have been the result of selling livestock to 
make investments in other productive goods, which would then perhaps explain the increases we 
see in cultivable land, machinery and equipment.    Further research would be necessary to explain 
these more subtle trends.   

Table 2 – Productive assets 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The target group also increased its share of non-productive assets far more so than did the non-
participant group.  For this test, we tallied all non-productive assets together into a total, as well as 
into three separate categories: electronic goods, furnishings, and kitchen Items. 3 

                                                             
3 The change in the amount of cultivable land needs to be treated with caution.  The large standard 
deviation is owing to a small number of extreme outliers 
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Table 3 – Total non-productive assets 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The increases in furnishings represent the greatest statistical significance, and are nearly 150% 
more than increases reported in the control group.  We can say with 89% confidence that the target 
group purchased more electronics as well.  Most of this growth was likely in mobile phones.  The 
considerable difference in non-productive assets would suggest that, having sufficiently met many of 
their need for productive assets, the target group now has more disposable income to invest in 
things such as household furnishings. 

Table 4 – Non-productive assets, by category 
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4.4  Housing investment 

Table 5 - Size of Home 
Table 5 shows a clear statistical difference in 
the size of homes, indicating that on average, 
members of the target group have almost an 
entire additional room in their home.  That the 
target group had larger homes at the program’s 
inception suggests they were in a better 
financial position than the control group.  The 
data shows that the same remains so today.   
However, it appears that both groups have 
made some additions to the size of their home, 
and we cannot say with complete certainty if 
the programme increased home size in the 
target group. Certainly the target group has 
done better 
 

The materials Tables 6 - 9 suggest that with the exception of window materials, both groups have 
made improvements to their homes, though the non-participant group made more improvements 
than the target group.  The VSL group has made significant changes from wood to un-burnt brick, 
but have been otherwise outpaced by the control group. 
 
Table 6 – Walls      
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Table 7 – Window material           Table 8 – Roof material                                                                        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 9 - Floor material    
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4.5  Income 
The data on income highlights a considerable disparity between the two groups. We can say with 85% certainty that the target group 
has on average twice the income of the control group. The target group also has twice as many family members with salaried 
employment.  Since we do not know what the average income was two years ago, we cannot determine if there has been a 
considerable change in income over time.  It is worth noting that no one in the target group reported begging as a source of income. 
Likewise, the fact that no one from the control group has access to NGO subsidies is also noteworthy, and may be indicative of an 
overall detachment from, or lack of awareness of, services such as VSLA. 

Table 9 – Sources of income 
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4.6 How people save, how they borrow, and why 

Table 10 shows that more than 95% of the target group saved in the last month, compared to only 31% of the control group. 
Likewise, nearly twice as many members of the target group made a loan payment during the previous month. 

Table 10 – Savings and loan payments                
About 42% more members of the target group invested savings with VSLA 
over the two year period. While nearly 20 of these new members previously 
relied on a shopkeeper, friend or family member for saving, it appears that 5 
members of this group may not have saved at all. This shows that the VSLAs 
are providing a service that is not only in demand, but also superior to the 
available alternatives.  

 

 

 

Table 11 – Trends in saving 
Members of the target 
group save much more than 
the control group, in both 
numbers of savers, as well 
as amount of savings.  
While all 80 members of the 
target group saved with the 
VSLA, many others 
continue to use other 
institutions for savings.  
Further, the average 
amount members choose to 
save with these other 
institutions is larger than 
their average savings with 
the VSLA.  However, this is 

likely due to the fact that there are far more savers in the VSLA category, many of which are making small savings installments that 
bring down the average.  
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Table 12 – Levels of saving 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 13 – Loan amounts and institutions used 
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Table 14 – VSLA loan characteristics 

More than half of the 80 members in the target 
group took out a VSLA loan last month.  
Approximately 30% of members in the control group 
took loans using other methods, half of which were 
from friends and family, and more than a quarter of 
which were made with a money-lender. 

By and large, the reason members of the target 
group take out a loan is to invest in a shop or trade.  
The other most significant areas of investment are 
in a household IGA, for home improvements, and to 
cover school fees and expenses.  This suggests a 
very positive trend in that the majority (75%) of 
investments made with VSLA loans is concentrated 
in productive future oriented activities.  

 
It is significant that loans are either used for productive purposes or for improvement of capital 
assets such as housing.  This is compatible with the evidence that the target group enjoys a 
degree of economic security that does not require them to invest in basic needs such as food, 
clothing or debt repayment.  This does not square with the reported changes in non-productive 
assets, indicating that these are likely purchased from income. 

 

1, 2% 
1, 2%  1, 2% 

1, 2% 

2, 4% 

3, 7% 

3, 6% 

5, 11% 

7, 15% 
8, 17% 

15, 32% 

Health 

Loan Repayment 

House Purchase or Rent 

Purchase of Household Goods 

Clothing 

Land Purchase or Rent 

Other 

School Fees & Expenses 

Home Improvement 

Investment in a Household IGA 

Investment in Shop or Trade 
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The following four tables describe the uses of the Social Fund and member experience in 
accessing benefits.   

The most common type of social fund support is a grant, representing 88% of the total 
responses.  Ten percent are loans with interest, and 5% are no-interest loans.  A full half of 
members say the purpose of social fund support is for health.  However, only 2% of members 
have ever chosen to withdraw savings to meet an emergency.  Not one respondent stated they 
had ever been rejected for a request to the social fund.    
 
4.6  Wellbeing – Social Fund 
The data indicates that in most cases the Social Fund is used as it is intended, with 85% of 
beneficiaries receiving grants, with another 5% receiving zero interest loans.  Fully 10% receive 
loans that attract interest but there is no information if this is at concessional rates.  It is 
significant that the large preponderance of benefits paid is for health reasons, which may relate 
to the fact that the programme is targeted at a population that has a high HIV prevalence rate. 

Table 15 – Social Fund and emergencies 
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4.7  Wellbeing – Education 
This indicates that levels of school attendance have remained steady across both groups, for 
both male and female children, and that sufficient finances does not seem to be a factor. 

Table 15 – School fees and attendance  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.8  Wellbeing – Nutrition 

This is one of the most important findings of the analysis. Two years ago, there was little 
difference between the two groups in terms of meals per day.  After two years the target group 
has increased their average number of meals per day by almost 10%.  The control group, on the 
other hand has unfortunately lost ground, and eats on average 10% fewer meals per day.  This 
represents a very important 20% difference in the change between the two groups.  Further, 
nearly twice as many members of the control group report they have experienced insufficient 
funds for food.  

Table 16 – Meals per day 
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There is clear evidence that VSL members have improved their nutritional status, while members of the control group lost ground.  
Members increased their per-day meals by 0.27 of a meal up to 2.14 from 1.99, while members of the control group decreased their 
meals per day from 1.91 to 1.79, opening up a gap of 0.35 meals a day. Simply put, the trend for members is positive while it is 
negative for non-members.  In addition (and of significance) when members of the target group did experience insufficient funds for 
food, nearly 25% of them chose to use a VSLA loan to assist them through the crisis. 

Table 17 – Coping with food shortage 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Both groups reported a loss of food stocks over the past two years. However, in Table 18 we see the target group had considerably 
higher stocks of most grains in both periods and had lost a much smaller proportion of these stocks.  This may have been a 
contributing factor in the target group’s improved average meals per day.  Likewise, if members from the target group sold a portion 
of these grain stocks, it would explain the average higher incomes.  This finding reinforces what the housing data suggested; 
members of the target group were not among the poorest in the area, and on the whole were in a better financial position than those 
in the control group. 
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Table 18 – Food stocks 
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4.9  Wellbeing – Health facilities 
Members of the target group report having much higher financial access to affordable health 
services.  Today 94% of the target group has such access, compared to only 70% of the control 
group.  This is an 18% increase in access from just two years ago. 

Table 19 - Financial access to affordable health services 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The tables below outline the types of health facilities and services available to both groups. 
Thirty-six percent of the target group reports being able to afford private clinics, compared to 
only 11% of the control group. We cannot say with certainty if the remaining differences are 
statistically significant. 

Table 20 – Types of health services and facilities  
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There is evidence that members of the 
target group enjoy better access to 
specialized medicine, laboratory 
services, and, significantly, access to 
HIV testing, while there is more or less 
equal access to prenatal and obstetric 
services and general medicine.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
4.10 Change in social status 
This is an area of remarkable findings. The indicators on social status reflect considerable 
impact on the target group.  Ninety-eight percent of members from the target group report 
feeling respected in their family and a full 100% report feeling respected in their community.  
This is compared to only 86% and 88%, respectively in the control group. 

Table 21- Respect within the family and community 
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Table 22 – Change in levels of respect, by source 

The change in social status over the 
past two years is shown in Table 22.  
Members of the target group report a 
trend opposite that of the control group.  
In terms of feeling respected in both the 
family and community, many more from 
the target group feel more respected 
than the control group.  Similarly, far 
fewer from the target group report 
feeling less respected than those from 
the control group.  At the least, 
membership of VSLAs appears to 
confer a sense of improved social 
status. 

 

 

 

Table 23 below tells us we cannot say with certainty that the differences in group membership 
between those in the target group and the control group are statistically significant. 

Table 23 – Membership of all types of groups 

However, the data tell us there are considerably more members from the target group who hold 
administrative roles in the groups which they are members.  Table 24 shows that 47% of those 
in the target group were in administrative roles two years ago.  Today, that number has 
increased to 49%, while the control group has declined from 32% to 29%.   
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Table 24 – Administrative role in social group 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

4.11 Change in gender roles 
The trends in gender decision-making are slightly better among the target group than the control 
group. What is interesting is that there is much more difference among the male cohort, with 
many more in the control group feeling as though they have less control now over nearly all 
decisions than they had two years ago.  This is not the case in most VSL programmes of long 
duration and is worthy of further study to discover why this should be the case, since it does not 
appear that membership in a VSLA has, as yet, a marked difference on gender decision-
making. 

Table 25 - Household gender roles 

4.12 HIV knowledge and awareness 
In each category, the target group reports a higher percentage of family members aware of HIV 
transmission.  All of these differences are statistically significant.  However, with the exception 
of boys and girls over 5 years of age, the two year change in knowledge of HIV transmission 
from two years ago is not statistically significant.  In the two cases that are statistically 
significant, knowledge of HIV transmission amongst boys and girls over the age of 5 increased 
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17% and 16% respectively in the target group, while only growing about half that in the control group.  Significantly, 100% of VSLA 
members were able to describe the means of HIV transmission, against a target of 90%, although only 84% of spouses were 
reported as having the same knowledge.  There does, however, appear to be a widespread knowledge as to how HIV is transmitted, 
since 96% of the control group were able to answer this question. 

Table 26 – Knowledge of how HIV is transmitted? 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While the difference of means test for family members tested for HIV does not meet the 90% confidence level, we can say with 89% 
confidence that families in the target group tested more family members than the control group.  On average, families in the target 
group tested 1.31 members, while those in the control group only tested 1.01. 
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Table 26 – Number of family members tested for HIV in the last year 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.13 Assistance to community members with HIV/AIDS 
• At first glance it appears that there are few VSLA groups with members who are HIV 

positive.  However, because many of those who are HIV positive may keep that information 
secret, it is possible that many of the respondents are not aware of how many in their group 
are HIV positive.  The 89 respondents in this survey come from 16 different groups.  In 
every group, most members stated they have zero members with HIV/AIDS.  However, 6 of 
the 16 groups, or 38%, report they have members who are HIV positive.  In most of these 
cases, only 1 or 2 of the members surveyed stated they knew of a group member who is 
HIV positive.  Considering that many of the groups have more than 20 members, it is likely 
that the 10 groups with all 5 respondents reporting zero HIV positive members actually do 
have such members in their associations, only they are simply not aware. The uncertainty 
surrounding this metric may be attributable to the delay in The implementing the Facing 
Aids curriculum and puts a premium on it being prioritized for the future. 

 

Table 27 - HIV membership in VSLA groups 
Having said this, on the basis of these 
responses it appears that the target of having 
75% of members welcome a person who is 
HIV positive into their groups may not have 
been met.   

If members are reticent about their status or 
embarrassed to suggest that others in their 
group may be HIV positive, the project may 
have not yet done enough to de-stigmatise 
HIV.  This is certainly due to the decision to 
delay implementation of the Facing AIDS 
Together curriculum and justifies an 
extension of the project, using currently 
unspent funds to compensate for this delay.  

This tentative conclusion should certainly be 
responded to as the whole purpose of the 
project is to ameliorate the condition of 
people affected by HIW/AIDS. 
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Approximately a third of VSLA groups provided assistance to community members with 
HIV/AIDS.  By far the most common form of assistance these groups provided was in grants.  
Other means of assistance included provision of food, and counseling or moral support.  

Table 28 - VSLAs that assist community members with HIV/AIDS 
The numbers here are well short of the target.  The 
project was supposed to have at least 60% of groups 
able to cite a specific example as to how their group 
has intervened to help and orphan or someone living 
with HIV AIDS.  Less than 1/3 of groups claim to 
have done so 

 
Table 29 - Type of assistance provided to community members with HIV/AIDS 

The type of assistance provided is largely 
restricted to grants from the Social Fund, 
which, while useful, indicate that other more 
socially positive responses, such as taking 
care of children, helping with labour or offering 
comfort are only occasionally provided, if at 
all.  It is, of course, possible that a lot of this 
may be happening, and difficult to discuss 
with strangers, but the reported frequency of 
assistance to HIV affected members is 
disturbingly below expectation and may in fact 
indicate aversion.  This is certainly in need of 
deeper examination and analysis. 
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5  Portfolio performance 
 

5.1 MIS: current performance data 
Dutabarane has been using the VSL Associates MIS Version 3.02 and has now upgraded to 
Version 4.03, released this month.  There was a significant amount of data that needed 
updating to reflect the current status of data collection, indicating that the system may not be 
regularly maintained.   

Table 30 below is derived from the MIS, as a user-defined table, indicating the status of data 
collected and reported caseloads. 

Table 30–Field Officer caseloads and the age of current data 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The following needs to be noted: 
• The MIS incorporates not only groups trained by Field Officers, but also by Village Agents.  

Village Agents trained and supervised by a Field Officer are thus included in a Field Officer’s 
portfolio.  It is expected that Field Officers should take the lead in data collection, visiting 
every group every 3 months at selected periods throughout the operating cycle to, during 
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which visits MIS data should be collected: this cannot and should not be a Village Agent 
function, since experience shows that data collected by VAs is usually not reliable.  If, as 
seems to be the case, each Field Officer is supervising an unmanageable number of Village 
Agents, it makes regular data collection problematic and, naturally, less of a priority.  An 
effective programme in which Field Officers are able adequately to supervise groups, using 
unpaid Village Agents, should have FO caseloads that averages between 25 and 35 groups: 
46 is simply too many  

• The MIS does not reflect the current state of affairs.  The average length of time since data 
was most recently entered per Field Officers’ portfolios is 4.66 months, with a standard 
deviation across all Field Officers of 1.88 months.  The least current was a Field Officer 
whose most recent data across his portfolio of 18 groups averaged 8.33 month.  Clearly the 
MIS has not been maintained with any degree of regularity for most of the last year: only 2 
Field Officers had data whose age averaged less than 2 months.  We cannot therefore state 
with any certainty what the current status of the portfolio is at this time – only what it looked 
like, on average, 5 months ago.  A quarterly frequency of data collection (the recommended 
rate) should yield an average age of data of only 6 weeks.  What is certain is that the project 
is under-reporting the number of groups created. 

• The current MIS status is a clear indication that it is not seen either as a reporting tool nor, 
most importantly, as a management tool.  If the average Field Officer has a portfolio whose 
data averages 4.66 months past due, there is no way that a Supervisor or the Field Officer 
can make a meaningful analysis and use this as a basis for corrective action or planning.  

Having said this, the MIS contains data relevant to the evaluation ToR in the following areas: 

Table 31 – Standard performance ratios derived from the MIS 
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The overall impression is of an effective programme, operating at an exceptional level of 
efficiency, at very large scale and at low cost.  Further analysis leads us, however, to conclude 
that the programme is operating with excessive staff caseloads and, therefore, probably 
insufficient supervisory oversight of field operations.  The increased emphasis on Village Agents 
is an excellent development, but needs to be taken in the context of practical caseloads.  Figure 
1 below suggests what the ratios of Supervisors to Field Officers and Field Officers to Village 
Agents and Village Agents to groups should be. 

Figure 1 – Typical range of caseloads 
 

 

 

These ratios may 
vary slightly 
depending on the 
accessibility of 
groups and 
literacy levels, 
but are fairly 
typical of the 
sector as a 
whole 

 
 

 

 

The following are commentaries on each of the ratios presented in table 31 

• Member satisfaction.  The proxies for member satisfaction are: 
• Attendance rate:  93.3% 
• Retention rate:  99.7% 
• Membership growth rate:  9.9% 

Assuming these data to be reliable, an attendance rate above 80% is considered 
satisfactory.  Above 95% it is considered excellent.  In addition, retention of 99.7% of the 
original membership (measured by dropout against the original number of members) is 
exemplary, indicating a high degree of member commitment.  A growth rate of 9.9% is also 
high, and indicates that, once formed, the groups attract additional membership.  An 
average membership of 22.6 is slightly above the international norm of 22 members per 
group, indicating that the groups are of an optimal size.  All in all (and regardless of other 
caveats) it is clear that group members are motivated and committed and the programme is 
creating a positive impetus in target communities. 
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• Financial performance 
• The average group owns assets of $393.  Since the average age of the groups captured 

by the MIS is 14.4 weeks old4, it is likely that at the time of graduation, the average group 
will share out approximately $1,200. Graduated groups to date report a total equity of 
just over $1,000, representing about $50 per member.5  This is neither good nor bad, but 
is approximately equal to 9.5% GNI per capita. 

• Returns on assets is reported at 18.8% and annualised returns at 65.5% for supervised 
groups.  The annualised returns cannot be considered reliable, owing to the comparative 
youth of the groups for which data has been collected.  A more reliable figure is the 
annualised returns reported in the Graduated Groups archive, which is 35.8%.  This is 
almost exactly in line with international norms as reported on the SAVIX6, of 36.5% 

• Average savings of $12.6 and average loan sizes of $29.1.  The ratio of about 2.4 
between average savings and average loan sizes is about normal and indicates that loan 
distribution is also normal and that loans in excess of the required 3:1 norm are generally 
respected. 

• Operating efficiency 
• With 42.9% of members with loans outstanding, the level of loan distribution/demand is 

below the international average of 49.5%.  This is most probably due to the young age of 
the groups at the time of the most recent data collection and the lack of market 
opportunity.  It is within normal parameters 

• With an average age of less than 15 weeks, loan fund capital may frequently be 
insufficient to satisfy demand.  This is verified by the fact that 71.7% of loans outstanding 
as a % of total assets is significantly above the international norm of 64%.  This is 
nothing to be worried about and certainly not a mandate to link the groups to banks.  
Experience worldwide indicates that cycle 2 or later groups tend to increase share 
values; tend to save more and commonly roll over some loan capital from one cycle to 
the next 

• Efficiency of implementing organisation 
• Groups per paid agent are 46.2.  As already noted, this is rather too high to ensure 

adequate supervision of both Village Agents and groups. With a wide standard deviation 
of 26.61 it is clear that the project needs to establish norms that are at the upper end of 
international standards, but with much less variation.  More Field Officers relative to 
Village Agents are needed and clearer guidance provided on acceptable caseloads: big 
is not necessarily better. 

• Members per paid agent at 1,042 are at the upper end of international standards, which 
vary between 800 and 230, averaging 515 in Africa.  The very high average for the 
project is in line with the observation that Field Officer caseloads are higher than they 
should be, if adequate supervision is to be assured. 

• The ratio of all paid agents to total staff is, at 67% about optimal: the standard to which 
programmes should aspire is about 70%. 

• The cost per member assisted is, at $7.6, very low indeed and about 1/3 of the 
international average of $22.2.  While this represents nominally high efficiency, it is 
probable that this also represents over-stretched staff and insufficient supervision. It is, 
nonetheless and impressively low figure and, if group quality holds up, maybe sets a 
precedent of which other programmes worldwide should be aware.  The gold standard 

                                                             
4 The extreme youth of these groups makes extrapolation to end-of-term results highly unreliable: 
the MIS normally does not report annualised figures for groups that are less than 3 months old.  
Therefore, these results should be treated with caution. 
5 Since graduated groups are at the end of their first cycle and average 51.9 weeks of age, these 
data can be considered highly reliable 
6  The Savings Group Information Exchange (SAVIX) www.thesavix.org or www.savingsgroups.com 
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for cost (rarely achieved) is $10 per person.  If Dutabarane stays below that level, but 
decreases caseloads then it will be a ground-breaking development.7 

5.2 MIS: Scale 
According to the MIS, the number of groups created to date is 1,586, with a total membership of 
35,852 since project inception.  The targets set by the project were for 1,500 groups.  Thus the 
project scale objectives were achieved.   

The total budget for the project was listed as DK 2,314,832, of which DK 1,516,152 (65%) has 
been spent.  The original project document proposed a cost of approximately DK 62 and the 
actual current cost is approximately DK 42.6.  Thus, the project has performed significantly 
under cost, although, as previously noted, as a probable consequence of excessive FO 
caseloads.  Dutabarane’s decision to focus on a limited number of provinces is also vindicated 
by these results 

 
  

                                                             
7   There is a compelling case for Dutabarane to conduct a statistically significant survey of 
graduated groups that are at least 18 months old, using the standardised group quality assessment tool.  
If group quality and survival rates are at or better than international norms, it will indicate that new 
standards of cost can realistically be achieved – and standardised 
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6  Conclusions 
 

The results of this analysis show the programme has overall had a positive impact.  As 
mentioned earlier, holding this data to a rigorous statistical confidence threshold allows us to 
identify areas of unquestionable improvement. That said, the programme may have attributed to 
improvements other areas, only we cannot say with certainty that this is the case.  A follow up 
study with targeted questions and a more robust data set would reveal further information.  The 
summary conclusions are as follows: 

• It seems as though members of the VSLA groups are not among the poorest in Burundi.  
The average housing conditions, sizeable grain stocks, and quantity of livestock among the 
target group at the beginning of the programme were significantly higher than those of the 
control group.  This may indicate that those in the target group simply have, or seek out, 
access to these type of programmes.  This was highlighted by the fact that not one 
respondent from the control group received financial assistance from NGOs, an indication 
that they are isolated from programmes such as SSfL in general. SSfL should make it a 
priority to identify more like those in the control group to whom they may extend the VSLA 
model.  It is, however, normal for entry-level savings group programmes to attract the rural 
middle classes, who are less risk averse than the very poor, but Dutabarane should seek to 
more aggressively induct the poorer segments of village communities into the programme 
in the time remaining 

• Those in the target group have been able to substantially increase their share of owned 
cultivable land, one of the best proxies for economic security and wellbeing. 

• Trends in other productive assets show mixed results.  Machinery and equipment have 
increased for the target group.  However, livestock has decreased considerably.  Again, this 
could be because members of the target group had a surplus of livestock and were in a 
position to sell some of that surplus in order to make other investments. 

• Non-productive assets are increasing among those in the target group.  This suggests that 
on the whole, they have met their basic needs, and now have some disposable income to 
purchase these items. 

• Average income for VSLA members is twice that of the control group.  We cannot say if that 
is an improvement over two years ago. 

• VSLAs provide a service that is in demand, and does so with attributes that are superior to 
other similar services.  Once made available to them, the members made a significant shift 
in borrowing and saving behavior.   

• 95% of VSLA members saved in the last month, compared to only 31% of the target group. 
• 75% of VSLA loans are invested in positive, future oriented activities such as a small 

business, household improvements, or education 
• The programme has not had any significant impact on empowering women to have more 

control over household decisions. 
• Nutrition improved substantially over the control group, with members eating comparably 

20% more meals per day. 
• There has been a 24% increase in access to affordable medical facilities and services.  

This is an 18% statistically significant difference from the control group.  
• Social capital is improved significantly, with a majority feeling highly respected in their 

families and communities, and with nearly half of members holding administrative positions 
in community groups.  The number of members holding such positions has increased over 
the past two years, while it has decreased in the control group. 

• Families in the SSfL programme have more family members tested for HIV.  Furthermore of 
their children are aware of the ways to transmit HIV. 
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• 33% of groups have reached out to provide support to community members with HIV/AIDS, 
which is less than half the project target - and the types of assistance appear mainly to be 
restricted to support from the social fund.  While it is likely that there are far more VSLAs 
with members who are infected with HIV/AIDS than being reported by group members in 
this survey, it is clear from this survey that the project has only been partially successful in 
having VSLAs actively seek out and support HIV affected members of their communities 
with a holistic range of services. 

• The MIS is out of date, with average data postings running some 4.66 months behind 
schedule.  This negates its value both as a management and a reporting tool.  The current 
data set, while seriously out of date indicates, however, the following: 
• The project has achieved its numerical goals 
• Member motivation and commitment is high 
• Financial performance is satisfactory and in line with international norms 
• Operational efficiency and cost-effectiveness are high, but at the probable cost of 

optimal supervision. 

To make the MIS achieve its potential, the clear priority is: 

• To create a set of administrative procedures that mandate: 
• the regular entry of MIS data;  
• the regular analysis of the data;  
• the regular printing and distribution of reports 
• the regular convening of quarterly meetings of Field Officers and their Supervisors to 

review MIS findings and, on the basis of these reviews, to prepare with each Field 
Officer the upcoming quarter’s operational plan: which is actually implemented 

• to reduce FO caseloads by reducing the number of Village Agent supervised (not only 
to ensure timely and accurate data collection, but also proper Village Agent supervision) 
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7  Annexes 
 

7.1 Summary terms of reference 

 Note, bolded text indicates areas of special emphasis 

 

 

Overall Development Objective: 

To elevate the socioeconomic status of the rural poor who are caring for HIV affected persons. 

Objective 1:   

Create transparent, accountable and sustainable associations which effectively promote and advocate for 
the economic and social well-being of both members and their communities. 

Success Indicators Means of verification (MoV) 

1.1 1.500 village savings and loan associations are formed with by-laws 
and democratic procedures, trained, supervised, and graduated 
after meeting established quality standards. 

Field Agent reports, verified 
by supervisor and 
Programme Manager field 
visits and MIS 

1.2 90% of associations continue to function two years after graduation Program evaluation surveys 

1.3 90% of association members report improved economic and 
social well-being after participation in associations for six 
months or longer 

 
Impact evaluation surveys 

Objective 2:   

Establish disciplined savings and investment systems and practices leading to increased security 
for association members and their communities. 

Success Indicators MoV 

2.1 90% of groups average one or more net share purchases per person per meeting Program MIS 

2.2 Portfolio at risk > 30 days is 2,5% or less. Program MIS 

2.3 Members earn at least 30% annual interest on their savings. Program MIS 

Objective 3:   

Strengthen engagement of participants in HIV/AIDS prevention and care initiatives in their 
communities. 

Success Indicators MoV 

3.1   50% of groups have a representative trained in the Facing AIDS Together 
curriculum who teaches at least four lessons on HIV/AIDS prevention, advocacy and 
care to their association. 

Impact 
evaluation 
survey 

3.2   60% of members report caring regularly for an orphan or a person living with 
HIV/AIDS. 

3.3   90% of members trained in Facing AIDS Together can accurately describe two 
methods of preventing HIV transmission 

Objective 4: 

Reduce stigma and discrimination against persons living with HIV/AIDS and orphans and 
advocate for their rights and protection in their communities 
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The impact assessment will adhere to the Danida guidelines for evaluation and while evaluating 
the implementation of the Savings for Life activities (MFL) consider following; 
 
Relevance: 

1. Is the programme intervention relevant to needs and priorities of the beneficiaries and 
members of the VSLA groups? 

Effectiveness and efficiency: 

2. Status on progress of the objectives and results of the programme been achieved?  
3. Assess the profitability of VSLAs  

Impact: 

4. What positive and negative, primary and secondary effects have been produced so far by 
the programme of Shigikirana, intended and unintended, directly or indirectly?  

Sustainability: 

5. If any members also are active in other kind of saving and loan activities (including MFI’s) 
  

Success Indicators MoV 

4.1  75% of participants welcome a person who is HIV positive to join their group. Impact 
evaluation 
survey 4.2  70% of participants say their group has had one or more HIV positive 

members. 

4.3  50% of participants openly living with HIV are able to meet their basics needs 
for food and shelter  

4.4  60% of participants can cite a specific example of how their group has 
intervened to protect an orphan or person living with HIV/AIDS.  



 

38 
 

7.2 Impact evaluation questionnaire 
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