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Outcomes Working Group
Brief on Session 2: Theory of Change
(held December 2014; speakers were Frances Sinha and Anton Simanowitz)

In October 2014, the Social Performance Task Force (SPTF) launched the Outcomes Working
Group. Its purpose is to develop practical guidelines for credible measurement of and reporting
on outcomes, drawing on experience with different approaches and tools.

Session 2 of the Outcomes Working Group focused on three topics:
1. What we learn from a Theory of Change
2. How a Theory of Change applies in microfinance
3. Thinking through the implications
This brief summarizes the information shared and discussion on each of these topics.

What we learn from a Theory of Change

When thinking about measuring outcomes, a Theory of Change is a good starting point. Why?
Because it helps an organization to think through the ways in which it aims to achieve change,
what inputs lead to what outcomes, the assumptions involved, and the time frame for expected
change to take place. These are questions that are fundamental to appropriate research design
and help in identifying relevant outcome indicators (short-term and long-term) and in analyzing
data to reflect a relevant sequence of inputs, outputs and outcomes.

A Theory of Change sets out the steps to be implemented, and what needs to happen, to
achieve a certain result, or address a certain problem. The end result (long-term outcomes)
may seem the most important piece to measure. But measuring the steps to get there is also
key. If results are disappointing, is it because the theory itself is
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Monitor indicators at all stages of a process of implementing change. We need to analyze more

than simply the end result if we are to understand what is happening, why, and for whom.

Theory of Change in Microfinance
We suggest the main elements of a Theory of Change in microfinance are as follows:
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Outcomes versus Impact

These are terms used in different ways. Though sometimes ‘impact’ is taken to refer to longer term,
or society-wide changes, technically these are still potential outcomes rather than impact. Impact
refers to any change that is attributed to an intervention; causal attribution is measured through

research designs that include a control group of non-clients. In this working group, we focus on
outcomes as ‘change over time — short and long-term, client, household, and wider society - that is
plausibly associated with an intervention’. The crux of course is ‘plausible’ — which we will come to
in future webinars, when we look at indicators, methods and analysis .

Thinking through the implications
Though not everyone in our sector is applying, or will apply, a Theory of Change, there are
implications to consider when setting up a system to measure outcomes. These include:

e Do not assess your performance against your social goals only by measuring outcomes for
clients. It is important to evaluate performance at all stages of the process (e.g., access by
different market segments (target populations), loan appraisal, loan use, client default,
exit rates and reasons for exit), and by applying the relevant tools.

e Although we like to think in terms of the longer-term outcomes for clients — the ultimate
‘transformation’, remember that longer term requires a realistic time frame (~5 years). In
the meantime, track the near-term outcomes (1-2 years) that lead to long-term changes.

e Link the measurement of outcomes to the actual use of different services — which will be
different for different clients (market segments).

The working group is open to all stakeholders:
practitioners, networks, TA providers, investors, researchers, subject matter specialists — academics
Contact us to share your experience: info@sptf.info
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