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To promote both accountability and learning, Oxfam will share evaluation 
conclusions and recommendations with relevant stakeholders, both within  
the Oxfam system and externally in accessible language and ensuring that 
stakeholders have an opportunity to participate in discussion of those results  
in meaningful ways.  In addition, to ensure transparency, Oxfam will publish  
the evaluation reports on our webpage. 
 
As a rights-based organization, accountability, particularly to the communities  
we seek to serve, is of the highest importance to us.  For Oxfam, accountability 
requires Oxfam to regularly and honestly assess the quality of its work, share 
and learn from its findings with primary stakeholders, and apply that learning  
in future work. 
 
 
 
This is an evaluation of Oxfam America’s Saving for Change program. The program has been operating in 5 

countries since 2005 and this evaluation covers the work undertaken in 2008 within El Salvador. 

The evaluation was commissioned by Sophie Romana, Deputy Director of the Community Finance department 

with funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.  The evaluation process was managed by Janina 

Matuszeski, PhD, Research Coordinator from Oxfam America.  The major evaluation activities took place in 

2008. The evaluation was carried out by Janina Matuszeski, PhD and Eloisa Devietti of Oxfam America and 

reflects the findings as reported by them in validation with stakeholders.  

For additional information regarding the evaluation Terms of Reference, please refer to the report appendices. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Oxfam America’s Saving for Change (SfC) program has operated in the 

Chalatenango region of El Salvador since April 2007. Saving for Change brings 

savings-led financial services to rural communities that are not served by 

mainstream microfinance. The methodology recognizes that the primary need of 

the poor is consumption-smoothing in the form of savings rather than the 

assumption of additional risk through external credit sources. The program 

therefore starts by forming groups of about 20 women who pool their savings and 

then lend this fund to each other at a group-established interest rate. The interest 

paid on the loans accrues to the group, increasing the size of each member’s 

funds. Chalatenango’s rural location, high incidence of poverty, limited access to 

financial services, and its strong and well-respected local development 

organizations make the department well-suited for the implementation of the 

Saving for Change program. 

As Oxfam plans to increase the size of the program in Chalatenango, reaching 

6,600 women by 2011 — over 2,000 members per year — operations and 

program delivery mechanisms must be considered in detail. This study therefore 

focuses on these factors to evaluate the program’s potential for future expansion 

both within El Salvador and in other countries in the region. In addition, the study 

presents a preliminary analysis of the program’s impacts on participants and 

suggests future areas of research. 

The research team used a representative sample of ten savings groups, and 

carried out both qualitative and quantitative interviews with 24 group members 

and 18 non-members. In addition, open-ended interviews with Oxfam staff, 

partners, promotoras (field staff), and local community leaders were instrumental 

in understanding their ideas for the present and future directions of the program. 

The study found that Saving for Change is operating effectively and is well 

placed for future expansion. At the time of the study, the program was 

operational in 17 of the 33 municipalities in the Department of Chalatenango. 

Together, Oxfam’s partners are exceeding group formation targets of an 

additional 2,200 members for the year. Primary operational/delivery strengths 

include the commitment and experience of partner staff and promotoras and the 

expertise and involvement of the Oxfam America regional office. 

Going forward, Saving for Change must build on these strengths but also 

address some limitations. Although SfC is reaching a wide range of people with 

different financial backgrounds, few women in each village have joined the 
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program. These low saturation levels stem from disinterest in the group 

organizing efforts, mistrust of group activities, and a perceived inability to save.1 

To measure the social and economic gains of members, the study employs the 

USAID framework for Assessing the Impact of Microenterprise Services (AIMS).2 

AIMS identifies four pathways to sustainable change — material, cognitive, 

perceptual, and relational.3 Interestingly, although the program’s primary focus is 

economic, members did not report substantial material improvements. In fact 

there is no statistically significant difference between the financial status of 

members and non-members.4 Future research should focus on understanding 

the mechanisms that women use to generate income and more accurately 

measuring any changes in women’s economic status. 

With regard to the other three pathways in the AIMS framework, the program is 

contributing to perceptual and cognitive changes. The women members 

overwhelmingly cite increased confidence in the future, improved self-worth, 

better friendships, greater ability to speak in front of others, and greater 

knowledge about financial and household management as benefits from joining 

the savings groups. Finally, gains along the AIMS relational pathway, which 

considers women’s relationships with others, are less evident than cognitive and 

perceptual changes, possibly because this pathway requires a transformation not 

only in the individual participating in the program, but also in her family and 

community. This type of change could thus entail a longer time horizon to 

manifest itself. 

In conclusion, this study shows strong results with regard to program expansion 

in El Salvador. Poor rural women are successfully organizing and increasing their 

capacities in a social, economical and political context marked by a history of civil 

war and the unequal distribution of wealth. 

                                                
1
  Oxfam America has removed the recommendations section, for proprietary reasons. 

2
  Chen, Martha, A Guide for Assessing the Impact of Microenterprise Services at the Individual level, AIMS, Washington, 

1997. Source: http://www.microlinks.org/ev_en.php?ID=7172_201&ID2=DO_TOPIC  
3
  These pathways are defined fully in Section V. 

4
  This lack of a major difference in the current situation of members and non-members combines two factors: (1) any 

difference in the initial status of members and non-members (for example, if poorer or richer women are more likely to join) 

and (2) any subsequent changes due to the program. In the absence of a baseline study from before SfC began in these 

communities, we cannot differentiate these two factors. 

http://www.microlinks.org/ev_en.php?ID=7172_201&ID2=DO_TOPIC
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INTRODUCTION 

PROGRAM METHODOLOGY 

The Saving for Change (SfC) program developed by Oxfam America and its 

partners Freedom from Hunger and the Strømme Foundation was designed to 

bring small-scale, savings-led financial services to poor, rural communities. The 

SfC model recognizes that the poor benefit greatly from savings, which allows 

them to invest in business activities, take care of emergencies, and buy food and 

other basic necessities in spite of having irregular income flows and experiencing 

shocks such as illnesses. While credit can help in some cases, it always entails 

additional risk. On the other hand, savings decreases risks. The program forms 

groups of about 20 women and provides members with a safe, convenient place 

to save. Once members have elected officials and set by-laws, they begin to pool 

their savings into a self-managed group fund that they lend at interest to each 

other. The interest on the loans accrues to the group and increases sizes of the 

group fund. At a pre-determined time, the group may decide to either disburse 

the savings and interest to individual members (proportionate to what they 

saved) and start a new cycle, or to leave the fund intact so that it continues to 

grow. Saving for Change was first implemented in Mali in 2005 and has since 

expanded to Cambodia, Senegal, Burkina Faso and El Salvador.  

Reaching scale through the low cost replication of savings groups is at the heart 

of the SfC program and has driven methodological considerations from the 

beginning. In Mali, where the program is currently growing at a rate of 5,000 

members per month, expansion is largely driven by the villagers themselves, who 

spread the program at minimal additional cost to the implementing NGO.5 Oxfam 

America has followed a different operational model in El Salvador where the 

groups are trained exclusively by paid program staff, the promotoras6. Since 

communities in Chalatenango tend to be small, averaging between 25 and 400 

families7, there is less opportunity for group members themselves to form new 

groups in their communities. Thus, villager-to-villager replication is not explicitly 

                                                
5
  The model adopted in Mali represents a monitored and calculated approach to villager-to-villager replication and is referred 

to as the service provider model. In this model, one animator is assigned a thirty village zone. The first year he/she trains 

ten groups and from each group recruits at least one replicating agent. Each replicating agent undergoes three-day training 

and receives a pictorial manual to guide her in group formation. She forms one additional group in the remaining part of the 

first year, two more groups in the second year and one more group in the third year. During the second and third years, the 

animator will train groups in five more of the remaining villages and recruit at least five more replicating agents each year, 

which will follow the same pattern. At the end of three years, 1,600 members will have been organized into 80 groups in the 

thirty villages Since the replicating agent receives no payment from the partner organization, this system leads to a 

downward trend in costs per new members with the addition of more people into the program. A pictorial manual and oral 

recordkeeping facilitate the formation and functioning of groups in this largely illiterate country. 
6
  Promotoras are local community leaders who receive a monthly salary from Oxfam’s partners for the formation and training 

of groups. Promotoras receive training on the SfC methodology from Oxfam and partner staff. 
7
  Sostowski Amie and Maravilla Milagro. Estudio de Factibilidad (2006) 



 

  4 

encouraged and the recent evaluation did not find any instances of group 

members independently training other groups.  

THE MICROFINANCE CONTEXT IN EL SALVADOR 

El Salvador has a broad range of financial institutions, from community banks, 

private banks, and MFIs to generalist NGOs providing savings-led services.8 

Generally, credit-led institutions cannot easily access rural areas. Even 

institutions such as PROCREDIT, Banco de Fomento Agropecuario (BFA), and 

Las Melidas that aim to include a more rural population, seldom reach this 

market. This inability to reach rural populations is due mainly to the bureaucratic 

processes for lending, including the requirement of a ―document of 

identification‖ (DUI) that many poor small farmers may not have. Furthermore, 

numerous microfinance institutions lack branch locations in rural areas.  

Additional evidence of the low level of MFI penetration into rural areas comes 

from a sectoral breakdown in the use of microfinance loans: USAID9 notes that 

almost half of microfinance loans in El Salvador are for commerce, industry, or 

services, while agriculture makes up only 5% of stated uses. In rural areas, those 

without access to MFIs tend to get credit through family members or money 

lenders. For example, in 1997, 8% of rural households had access to formal 

finance (banks or non-banks), another 12% had access to semiformal finance 

(nonfinancial cooperatives or NGO’s) and 22% had access to loans from 

moneylenders, family and friends. The remaining 58% of the rural population had 

no access to finance.10 Decentralized, savings-led microfinance initiatives such 

as Oxfam’s program therefore have the potential to reach these rural areas. 

In July 2000, the Act Governing the Non-Banking Financial Intermediaries (LINB) 

took effect, strengthening the domestic development and regulation of non-

banking financial intermediaries and allowing them to accept deposits from the 

general public. While the new regulations have had an impact on cooperatives, 

village banks and MFIs, the law has not affected the NGOs that train savings 

groups mainly because each group is considered a different entity and is 

therefore a small player in the field. Savings-led initiatives, therefore, may 

continue to operate under the regulatory radar, serving a market that is not 

reached by other financial efforts. 

                                                
8
  International NGOs currently providing savings-led services in the country include Oxfam America and Catholic Relief 

Services. 
9
  XForo Interamericano de la Microempresa. October 2007. USAID presentation. 

10
  Source: 2003. Mark D. Wenner, Javier Alvarado, and Francisco Galarza (eds.), Promising Practices in Rural Finance: 

Experiences from Latin America and the Caribbean, Inter-American Development Bank, Washington, DC. 
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BACKGROUND OF EL SALVADOR AND THE 
CHALATENANGO REGION 

The Northern Salvadoran region of Chalatenango witnessed some of the most 

intense fighting during the civil war (1980-1992) between the right wing 

government and the leftist guerrilla groups organized under the Farabundo Marti 

Frente de Liberacion Nacional (FMLN). After fraudulent presidential elections in 

1972 and 1977, leftist political groups organized demonstrations demanding 

improved social and economic conditions for the millions of peasants living 

almost in indentured servitude under a few rich landowners. The government 

responded to the unrest by suspending constitutional rights and creating 

paramilitary death squads to deal with government critics. In January 1981, the 

FMLN's first major attack established their control of most of Chalatenango for 

the duration of the war. Violence escalated in the mid-1980s, affecting mostly 

peasant workers. By the end of the war, more than 180,000 people across the 

country had been killed, including journalists, academics, clergy, students, and, 

of course, rural peasants, who were often considered by the government to be 

linked with the guerrilla opposition. About 25% of the total population of the 

country was displaced. 

In Chalatenango, with a population of over 202,00011, about 15-20% of the 

communities consist of formerly displaced people, or repoblados, who began to 

migrate back from Honduran refugee camps towards the end of the war. Many 

residents across Chalatenango are ex-combatants with a strong sense of pride 

and high levels of organization inherited from the war years. 

Every community in Chalatenango has its own Directiva Comunal, a legal entity 

with relationships to the broader municipality. The Directiva Comunal is 

responsible for keeping the community informed and organized around issues 

that affect their daily lives, including the arrival of new development projects. The 

Directiva is comprised of different committees, charged with specific tasks, 

including a Youth Committee, Women’s Committee, Water Committee, Electricity 

Committee, Education Committee, etc. The work of these committees, which are 

composed entirely of volunteers, ensures the provision of basic services, such as 

water, electricity and health that are not provided by the central government due 

to the decentralized system of governance. Communities have long and well-

established relationships with aid organizations, which played an instrumental 

role in the rebuilding efforts after the civil war. Today, many aid organizations 

continue to carry out projects in coordination with these community committees. 

Since the 1990’s, the Salvadoran economy has shown a low capacity for 

generating employment and Chalatenango is no exception to this trend. In fact, 

the Northern region of the country, where Chalatenango is located, has the 

                                                
11

  Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chalatenango_Department, 2007 statistics.  
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highest levels of underemployment in the country, at 63%.12 Because there is 

little opportunity for formal salaried work, economic activities in the region revolve 

around agriculture and animal-raising. Even within the agricultural sector, little 

variation exists and people’s food consumption consists mainly of a diet of staple 

crops, especially beans and corn. Since most families live at a subsistence level 

and have only modest land holdings, this homogeneity of agricultural activities 

likely reflects the pressing need to guarantee households’ basic needs. 

The circulation and availability of cash is also limited in this subsistence 

economy. The most popular means of generating cash is to store agricultural 

surpluses from the previous harvest and sell these when the market price is high. 

Although women are often relegated to housework and raising children, some 

take advantage of town meetings, soccer games or other community events to 

sell food for income generation. As a natural extension of their household chores, 

women may raise and sell small animals such as chickens and hens. A few 

women are part of sewing and artesanias cooperatives, making colorful 

embroidered clothing/cloth and hammocks for export, mostly to American NGOs 

and fair trade organizations. 

Although Chalatenango has lower levels of migration than other departments, 

remittances play as important a role as in the rest of the country in alleviating 

poverty, mitigating shocks and providing liquidity. According to the 2008 Human 

Development Report for El Salvador, one fourth of households in the country 

receive remittances, which are sometimes equivalent to a minimum monthly 

salary (averaging $81.60 in rural areas13). In our study, few families reported 

regularly receiving a significant level of remittances. Yet it is important to highlight 

that people are generally not comfortable speaking openly on the subject, and as 

a result, the information gathered in this study may not reflect the full extent of 

remittances received by these communities.14 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
12

  Source: Human Development Report, 2008. National average of underemployment is 43%, with this percentage increasing 

in rural areas to 54%. 
13

  Human Development Report, 2008. 
14

  Furthermore, the level of remittances reported in this study may reflect the realities of the present global economic 

situation, as interviewees expressed apprehension at a perceived decrease in remittances since the onset of the economic 

crisis. 
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Community Profile 

In 1968, Village A was one of the first five communities to be repopulated in the region 

of Chalatenango. It now has a population of 1700 (257 households). Many families are 

not originally from this village, but settled here only during the repopulation. Oxfam’s 

partner CCR categorizes this as an area of extreme poverty with 67% of households 

living in poverty according to its internal definition. 

The civil war left the community with no infrastructure and humanitarian organizations 

have played an important role in reconstruction efforts. The community has worked 

hard to obtain all essential services which now include a primary and secondary 

school (up to 9th grade), an instituto (10th to 12th grades), a health clinic, electricity, 

and running potable water. The community is linked to Chalatenango by paved and 

unpaved roads and is fairly well served by local public transportation. It does not have 

a communal market and relies on the one in Chalatenango, about 40 minutes (20 km) 

away, for the sale and purchase of non-subsistence goods. The community has little 

experience with financial services aside from a program of rotating loans implemented 

by CCR through its Women’s Committee. (This loan program has been running for 7 

years with funding of $5000 from the SHARE Foundation. Women are selected by the 

CCR women’s committee based on their repayment record and recommendations 

from the women’s committee. They receive a loan of $300 for 12-18 months, and pay 

5% interest. The loans are typically used to buy a cow, start a small store, or start 

another small business.) 

As it is true of all the communities visited, unemployment is cited as the main problem. 

Aside from a few jobs in the mayor’s office and in the small health clinic and school, no 

other regular, salaried jobs exist. There are a few construction projects with the 

municipality but these tend to be of short-duration and available only at irregular 

intervals. 

People make their living primarily through subsistence agriculture, especially by 

growing corn and beans. Commercial cultivation of vegetables is minimal. Women 

seldom work in the fields. Rather, a woman’s primary activities tend to include 

domestic chores, caring for children, and raising small animals near the house. 

Secondary economic activities might include sewing and embroidery as part of the 

community cooperative; selling food such as cakes, tortillas, pupusas, and fruits; or 

washing clothes for a small fee. 

Unemployment poses a problem especially in regard to youth, as most have some 

degree of education and refuse to work the fields. Some youth migrate to the United 

States or to San Salvador in search of work, while others remain idle. This youth 

unemployment is a major concern, as the community lacks the resources to keep 

youth occupied and fears that crime will creep into what is otherwise a peaceful and 

tightly-knit community. The community exhibits a high level of social cohesion and 

mutual aid and has various committees including a women’s committee, a youth 

committee, and a committee for war veterans, among others. 



 

  8 

HISTORY OF THE PROGRAM 

THE FEASIBILITY STUDY 

Oxfam America initially chose El Salvador to test the feasibility of the Saving for 

Change model in Latin America and explore the potential for future expansion to 

other countries. Within El Salvador, Oxfam chose the department of 

Chalatenango for its relatively remote and rural location with high levels of 

poverty (54% of people live in poverty15), and for the presence of strong local 

organizations. The feasibility study, carried out in August 2006, identified low 

levels of formal employment contributing to the high incidence of poverty and 

limited liquidity resulting from a reliance on subsistence agriculture. The study 

also found that the region had had very limited prior experience with formal 

financial institutions and no knowledge of traditional forms of rotating savings and 

credit groups (cuchibales). Women often ran micro-enterprises,16 but had little 

access to savings or credit services to carry out their activities. 

THE PILOT PHASE 

The results from the feasibility study were instrumental in moving forward with 

the pilot phase of the program, which ran from April 2007 until December 2007. 

For the pilot, Oxfam selected two partners: the Asociacion de Comunidades para 

el Desarrollo de Chalatenango, (CCR), a community development organization 

originally formed to resettle families displaced by the civil war, and Caritas, the 

Catholic Church’s social ministry office. These organizations hired three local 

community organizers or promotoras, who had strong contacts in many 

communities. These promotoras started twenty pilot savings groups, nineteen of 

which are still operating. 

The pilot study found that group members, promotoras, and partner 

organizations had quickly internalized the SfC methodology and were 

enthusiastic about its success. The majority of women viewed their funds as a 

safety net for unforeseen emergencies, and about two-thirds of groups had also 

begun lending for income generating activities. Groups seemed confident that 

they could continue on their own without the ongoing support of the local partners 

and promotoras (an issue that came up as more problematic in the present 

study). 

                                                
15

  UNDP Human Development Report, 2004 
16

  Women’s activities for micro-enterprises revolve around the selling of food such as tamales, cakes, or pupusas, or the 

selling of agricultural outputs such as chickens. 
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As with the feasibility study, the pilot study observed that women had difficulty 

accessing capital from MFI’s and that they were concerned about their own 

ability to save. The pilot study also identified remittances as a sensitive yet 

important issue for the targeted communities, with the potential to invest these 

remittances in the group. Recommendations centered around clarifying the 

division of responsibilities among Oxfam and partner staff, addressing barriers to 

borrowing, and encouraging collective and individual economic activities among 

group members. Additional comparisons between the current study and these 

two prior studies can be found in Appendix H. 
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THE PRESENT STUDY 

OVERVIEW OF THE PRESENT STUDY 

The program finished its piloting phase with the formation of the last pilot groups 

in December 2007 and became fully operational in January 2008. The table 

below shows the growth of the pilot phase and full program to date. 

Table 1. Program Performance to Date 

Quarter Ending March 2008 June 2008 Sept 2008 Dec 2008
17

 March 2009 

Groups 49 93 131 163 205 

Members 624 1,198 1,746 2,320 2,882 

Group Funds $6,433 $14,669 $27,727 $35,166 $50,441 

Group Funds per 
Member 

$10 $12 $16 $15 $18 

# of Loans Outstanding 73 148 247 216 354 

Value of Loans 
Outstanding 

$3,454 $7,079 $12,556 $11,534 $21,505 

Average loan size $47 $48 $51 $53 $61 

% of funds allocated to 
loans 

54% 48% 45% 33% 43% 

% of members with 
loans 

12% 12% 14% 9% 12% 

 

The program is now in its second year of funding and had reached 2,300 women 

by December 2008, with a projected reach of 4,400 total members in the next 

year. Oxfam plans to expand the program to 6,600 women by 2010, an increase 

of over 2000 women each year. Because of this interest in expansion, the 

present study focused particularly on operational and program delivery issues 

that may affect program growth. The present study also tried to answer questions 

of impact, but, because of the small sample size and lack of baseline data, 

findings will necessitate further research. 

                                                
17

  The target for the end of 2008 was 2,200 members. 
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RESEARCH METHODS OVERVIEW 

Of the 144 Saving for Change groups in existence as of October 2008, the study 

focused on a randomized representative sample of five groups in five 

communities. Additionally the research team carried out interviews with five 

groups outside of the randomized sample, for a total of ten groups. 

SfC groups were divided into five categories using data supplied by the Program 

Officer. One SfC group from each category was randomly selected for the 

study.18 

The research team spent two to three days in each of five communities and met 

with members of the five selected study groups, as well as members of additional 

groups in the communities visited. Table 4 shows the performance of groups in 

the study sample as compared to similar groups in El Salvador. 

Research methods included group interviews with members of the savings 

groups, local leaders, promotoras, and partners. The research team also 

conducted individual interviews with savings group members (24), non-

members (14 women and 4 men), promotoras, partners, and Oxfam SfC staff. 

In general, interview questions for members and groups were open-ended, but 

some more quantitative questions were included in the individual interviews to 

compare factors such as income and assets. Individual interview topics included 

the financial situation of the interviewee – assets, savings, loans, income, etc – 

businesses activities, any membership in other community groups, indications of 

the level of empowerment and self-esteem, changes in health and education, 

and opinions of Saving for Change. All the questionnaires and interview guides 

were revised after work in the first two communities, so that questionnaires in the 

last three communities could more closely target the relevant issues in the 

Salvadoran context. 

The team did not follow any specific criteria for the selection of individual 

interviewees. Based on local knowledge and connections, promotoras selected in 

advance some members and non-members for interviews, while others were 

selected once the team was in the field, most often by coincidence or availability. 

In a few cases, the research team used a system of semi-randomized selection19 

where members were asked to draw pieces of paper for a possible interview. 

 

 

                                                
18

  Older groups are those which were at least 8 months old at the time of the study – with their first meeting in April 2008 or 

earlier. Newer groups are those in operation for 5-7 months, with their first meetings in May, June or July 2008. 
19

  Randomized and semi-randomized exercises for individual member selection were conducted in four communities. 
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Table 3. List of Formal Interviews and Focus Group Discussions 

Interviews with BOTH Qualitative and Quantitative Questions 

Person or persons interviewed Group or individual interview? 
Number of 
interviews 

Focus SfC group  Focus Group  5 

Other SfC group  Focus Group  5 

SfC group members  Individual  24 

Non-members (including dropouts & 
members’ families)  

Individual  
18 

 

Interviews with ONLY Open-ended Qualitative Questions 

Person or persons interviewed Group or individual interview? 
Number of 
interviews 

Local leaders  Focus Group or Individual  13 

Promotoras and/or partners  Focus Group  3 

Promotoras & supervisors  Individual/Pairs  4 

Partner staff (Caritas)  Individual  1 

Oxfam America SfC staff  Individual  2 

 

THEMES IDENTIFIED AND ORGANIZATION OF THE 
STUDY 

The study is organized into themes of interest for the assessment of future 

program expansion, including operational/program delivery themes and impact 

themes. Since the study’s primary focus is the potential for program growth, most 

of the themes identified are operational. 

This study found that Saving for Change is operationally fit to expand, especially 

because of the strength and commitment of the partner organizations, 

promotoras, supervisoras, and Oxfam regional staff. Challenges for the program 

include the low number of graduated groups and the low fraction of women in 

each community who have joined the groups. The major program delivery 

findings were the following: 

1. Oxfam’s partners, Caritas and CCR, are strong organizations devoted to SfC 

and committed to program expansion. Their organizational structures and 
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objectives, however, differ widely, with implications for program 

implementation and expansion. 

2. The leadership and on-going monitoring of the Oxfam regional staff has been 

instrumental in building a strong program and also strong relationships with 

the partner organizations through the mutual respect of each other’s 

objectives.  

3. Supervisoras and promotoras are integral for program expansion, yet their 

skill sets differ widely, with implications for both recruitment and group quality. 

4. Recruitment is the most difficult part of program promotion. Promotoras have 

devised a number of tactics to help them with group formation, but this issue 

could benefit from additional focus. 

5. Although saturation levels remain low in any given community, Saving for 

Change is reaching a wide range of people with varying financial 

backgrounds, with some indications that it is reaching the poorest. 

6. Although members are comfortable with the savings and lending rates in their 

groups, comparisons among other countries of SfC operation reveal that 

lending levels may be too low. Interestingly, remote communities exhibit 

higher levels of economic activity than non-remote communities. 

7. Future program sustainability is hindered by the ongoing involvement of the 

promotoras in their groups. Because of their continued assistance to groups, 

no groups have graduated. 

The research team found that the program is contributing to changes in women’s 

self-esteem, perceptions of their own self-worth, and confidence in the future. 

Economic changes were less evident, although SfC is encouraging women to 

think about business activities as a result of their greater financial literacy and 

access to loans. Specifically, the major impact themes are the following: 

8. Economic and material change—specifically changes in economic 

opportunities, income levels, access and control over material resources, and 

the satisfaction of basic needs—has been limited. 

9. Social Change, as measured by gains along the perceptual, cognitive and 

relational pathways is present in SfC, but to varying degrees. Because the 

program targets women, gains along these pathways also give insight into 

the program’s gender dimensions. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIED GROUPS 

Nine of the ten groups studied are listed in Table 4, along with basic information 

for each group. The tenth group was only two months old at the time of the study 

and had little activity to report. The chart also includes the average information 

for groups of the same age as each studied group (since groups tend to grow 

stronger over time) and the same time spent in the current cycle of saving (since 

group funds grow over the course of a savings cycle). This average information is 

listed below each group, in bold. 
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Table 4: Performance of Study Groups Compared to Similar Groups 

Group Location Group Type 
Group 

Formation 
Date 

Months in 
Operation since 
the Last Cycle 

Members Savings 
Number of 

Loans 
Outstanding 

Amount of 
Loans 

Outstanding 

$ in Cash 
Box 

Savings 
per 

Member 

Savings per 
Member per 

Month 

Village A* Pilot May 2007 1 20 $333 3 $155 $178 $17 $16.65 

Average for pilot groups with 
current cycle of one month 

Average of 3 
groups 

n/a 1 12.6 $430 4 $317 $112 $41 $40.94 

Village B* Pilot May 2007 5 18 $868 7 $850 $17 $48 $9.64 

Village C Pilot Dec 2007 5 15 $572 6 $290 $282 $44 $8.80 

Village D Pilot Dec 2007 5 9 $140 0 $0 $140 $16 $3.11 

Average for pilot groups with 
current cycle of 4 to 6 months 

Average of 
13 groups 

n/a 4 to 6 13 $746 3.8 $325 $421 $54 $11.61 

Village E* Early Jan 2008 3 14 $22 0 $0 $22 $1.57 $0.52 

Average for early and pilot groups 
with current cycle of 3 to 4 months 

Average of 2 
groups 

n/a 3 to 4 14.4 $731 3.2 $366 $396 $45 $11.36 

Village F* Recent 
 

May 2008 
 

5 
 

17 
 

$105 
 

0 
 

$0 
 

$105 
 

$6 
 

$1.24 

Village G* Recent May 2008 5 16 $170 4 $170 $0 $11 $2.13 

Average for recent groups with 
current cycle of 4 to 6 months 
 

Average of 
24 groups 

 

n/a 
 

4 to 6 
 

14.4 
 

$221 
 

2 
 

$90 
 

$137 
 

$15 
 

$3.18 

Village H Recent July 2008 3 10 $77 1 $10 $67 $8 $2.33 

Village I Recent July 2008 4 16 $25 $0 $0 $25 $2 $0.52 

Average for recent groups with 
current cycle of 1 to 3 months 
 

Average of 
29 groups 

n/a 1 to 3 
 

13.6 
 

$178 
 

1.5 
 

$59 
 

$120 
 

$12 
 

$3.20 

 
This table lists the study groups as compared to similar groups in terms of ‘formation date’and ‘time in the current cycle‘. Formation date is the date that the group was formed. Groups are classified as ‘pilot’, 
‘early‘, and  ‘recent‘ according to their formation date. Months in operation since last cycle denotes the number of months that a group has been saving and lending since the last time they disbursed the fund (or 
since the group started, for newer groups). Groups determine the length of the cycle, which usually ranges about 8 months. Groups marked with * are the five groups selected randomly.
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COMMENTARY ON TABLE 4  

All pilot groups interviewed are performing well.  

 The sole exception is the group in Village D whose savings and lending levels are 

well below the average for groups of the same age and at the same stage in their 

savings cycle. The advanced age of the members and their perceived lack of 

economic opportunities in the area may account for the low performance. 

Furthermore, the women in this group treat their weekly contributions as a safety net 

for emergencies and not as an opportunity to generate income. The lack of lending 

activity, and consequently the lack of interest accrued on their savings, is not an 

important consideration for this group.  

 By contrast, the pilot group in Village B compares favorably to savings groups of its 

same age and cycle stage. This group has more than double the average in value of 

loans outstanding, with only $17 in left in the box! This was one of the first groups 

formed in the program and members continue to exhibit high motivation. Ages of 

members vary widely, yet all are enthusiastic about the group activities and raffles, 

which they use to increase the size of the group fund. Because one of the 

promotoras is also part of this group, group members might be more confident in this 

group and have higher expectations for the program  

Two of the three ―recent‖ groups visited—Village F and Village G--have below-average 

savings and lending when compared to similar groups.  

 Interviews with members did not reveal any worrying patterns. Members understood 

the methodology and did not lack motivation. Lower savings and lending activity in 

these groups might be due to lower mandatory savings rates to accommodate poorer 

members. This trend should be studied further.  

 The group in Village H also exhibits lower than average savings, but it has its entire 

fund on loan. This group enjoys a high level of cohesion and organization; and 

members, encouraged by the promotora, undertake both group and personal 

activities for the growth of the fund  
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THEMES IDENTIFIED 

OPERATIONS/ PROGRAM DELIVERY 

Oxfam’s partners, Caritas and CCR, are strong organizations devoted to 

SfC and committed to program expansion. Their organizational structures 

and objectives, however, differ widely, with implications for program 

implementation and expansion.20 

The leadership and on-going monitoring of the Oxfam regional staff has 

been instrumental in building a strong program and also strong 

relationships with the partner organizations through the mutual respect of 

each other’s objectives.21 

Supervisoras and promotoras are integral for program expansion, yet their 

skill sets differ widely, with implications for both recruitment and group 

quality. 

At the time of this study, CCR had seventeen promotoras and Caritas had five. 

The promotoras and supervisoras are the key actors in the operation of Saving 

for Change in El Salvador. The quality of the program depends heavily on their 

commitment, responsibility, and experience, as well as on the trust that local 

people place in them. All promotoras and supervisoras are local, have close ties 

to their groups, and are held in high regard by group members because of their 

confidence and knowledge of the program. 

Promotora Profile 

Ana* has worked as a promotora for over six months. She is well recognized in her 

community mainly because she was a popular teacher for 6 years. Her organizing 

experience is similar to that of other promotoras. 

Ana is very motivated and tries hard to impart this motivation to the groups she forms 

by providing ideas for savings generation and group activities. She has high hopes 

both for herself and for her groups and believes that no one is too poor to build a 

better future. She stresses that all women can succeed and that material poverty can 

be a less important factor than “poverty of the mind.” 

Ana has encountered some resistance from her friends and family, as her line of work 

breaks with the traditional roles assigned to women. 

                                                
20

  Oxfam America has removed this section detailing the organizational structures and objectives of our grantees, for 

proprietary reasons. 
21

  Oxfam America has removed this section detailing the organizational structures and objectives of our grantees, for 

proprietary reasons. 
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“They would prefer I stay at home and watch TV. If I stay closed in the house, I feel 

sick. This is a good job. If I haven‘t organized or helped women that day, it feels like I 

have not done anything.” 

To reach some of her groups, Ana must walk 2 hours in each direction, which leaves 

her little time to spend with her husband and son. She, like the other promotoras, has 

asked for transportation assistance. However she understands that being away from 

home is part of the job and is grateful about the opportunity to earn a salary while 

helping her community. 

*Names have been changed to protect privacy. 

The role of the promotora involves introducing the Saving for Change program 

to new communities, organizing groups, training members, and continuing to 

guide the groups as they develop their ability to work independently. Each 

promotora is responsible for between 5 and 1322 groups, who normally meet 

every two weeks.  

The position of the supervisora is a fairly new position that was implemented to 

provide closer support to the promotoras. All supervisoras were originally 

promotoras who stood out for their knowledge of the program, experience in 

organizing, and general ability. Each supervisora is assigned a geographical 

area of focus and a number of promotoras to oversee. Supervisoras offer 

support and guidance to the promotoras for resolving specific challenges in 

group formation and training. Promotoras are very appreciative of the 

supervisoras, but they mention needing additional support from them. 

Supervisoras often manage multiple, overlapping responsibilities, as they have 

not fully transitioned to their new role. 

A major factor for the quality and sustainability of the groups is the ability of the 

promotoras to teach group members the necessary skills and habits so that 

each group can function autonomously and effectively. Many promotoras do not 

fully grasp the accounting and bookkeeping, and may have difficulty passing on 

these skills to their groups. In fact, although group members reported generally 

trusting the bookkeeping23, one promotora gave her opinion that many groups 

may not fully understand the SfC methodology, possibly because the 

promotoras themselves are inexperienced in bookkeeping. This promotora 

believes that if other promotoras and their groups more fully understood the 

implication of different financial principles (different interest levels, the accrual of 

fines, savings quotas, etc), the groups would make better strategic decisions 

that would increase the size of the group fund. She attributes the relatively high 

                                                
22

  The difference in the number of groups is generally correlated with the amount of time the promotora has been a part of the 

program. 
23

  Only one member showed concerns about her savings not being safe. 
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savings rates in her own groups24 to a better understanding of financial 

principles which she was able to convey to group members. 

Recruitment is the most difficult part of program promotion. Promotoras 

have devised a number of tactics to help them with group formation but 

this issue could benefit from additional focus. 

Promotoras point to program promotion and recruitment as the most difficult and 

labor intensive part of the methodology. Initial mistrust of group associations from 

years of civil war, the association of groups with partisan political interests, 

machismo, and women’s lack of experience with financial services all pose high 

barriers to the formation of groups in the context of El Salvador. Also, both 

partners and promotoras stressed that a culture of dependency brought by years 

of NGO presence in the region means that community members expect capital or 

in-kind assistance for joining a development program. 

Overall, non-members have a good understanding of the program, but they give 

a variety of reasons for not joining the savings groups or for dropping out. The 

most frequently cited reason is an inability to save, followed by lack of time, and 

concern about the safety of the group funds25. A few non-members cited 

irresponsibility on the part of group members or a lack of organization during the 

meetings as reasons for their dropping out. Promotoras and some group 

members mentioned husbands discouraging or not allowing certain women to 

join. They also described instances in which some non-members discouraged 

other women who would otherwise have been interested in the program. Finally, 

promotoras report a general level of disinterest among non-members in all 

communities. 

Promotoras must address all the concerns listed above when forming groups 

and, with time, they have devised a number of tactics for program promotion and 

group formation. Initially promotoras hold informational meetings in the 

communities where they wish to expand the program, usually in coordination with 

the town leaders and the women’s committee. The promotoras report that some 

women may attend the initial promotional meetings, but later walk away saying 

that the program does not provide them with anything they need (mostly because 

the SfC does not offer any start-up capital or in-kind assistance). One promotora 

described making 8 visits to the same community before she finally convinced 

members to join. These promotional meetings might be followed by a series of 

one-on-one, door-to-door visits by the promotoras to personally motivate people. 

Once women do join the groups, however, they are glad to be a part of the 

program and their enthusiasm encourages the promotoras as they form new 

groups. 

                                                
24

  This promotora had one group with a mandatory rate of only $0.50; the rest of her groups had higher mandatory rates, 

typically $1. 
25

  Interestingly the safety of the group fund is not a concern among group members—only non-members. 
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Quote: “I like the groups because one does not have to save a lot, yet I cannot commit 

to attending the meetings, as I am sick and have trouble walking. If meetings were 

closer to my house, I would be interested. 

-Non-member, 82 years old 

Additionally, the example of the first group in any community is also important for 

encouraging new members to join the program. Some promotoras have 

capitalized on this idea by encouraging group exchanges to disseminate 

information to new areas. In fact, over 30% of current group members 

interviewed had joined the group after it had been operating for some time. 

Women tend to join existing groups rather than forming new ones, perhaps 

because they do not have extensive networks from which to form new groups or 

because they find it easier to join a group that is already functioning. Promotoras 

also say that it is much easier to convince women to join once they have 

witnessed the enthusiasm of others. In group and individual interviews, women 

overwhelmingly said they had talked to non-members about the groups and had 

convinced others to join existing groups, but no group members had tried to start 

a brand new group. 

Although saturation levels remain low in any given community, Saving for 

Change is reaching a wide range of people with varying financial 

backgrounds, with some indications that it is reaching the poorest. 

Understanding participation patterns is central to on-going program development 

and expansion. Only by mapping the profiles of members can we know who is 

joining the program and who is being left out. The assessment of 

inclusion/exclusion, however, is complicated by a number of factors including the 

small sample size of the study, diverging viewpoints of interviewees, and a 

possible large margin of error in the data collected due to some interviewees’ 

reservations about discussing their financial situations. 

Since no calibrated poverty score map exists for El Salvador, the research team 

adapted a country-specific poverty scoring chart26 to determine the economic 

status of each member interviewed. The poverty score mapping ranked answers 

to questions of dwelling ownership, dwelling type, type of sanitary services, etc, 

and assigned an overall poverty score for each person interviewed. Since 

animals are an important asset in El Salvador, and this was not included in the 

poverty scoring system, the research team also estimated the value of the 

livestock owned by each person interviewed. 

The poverty score questions revealed that, of the 40 members and non-members 

interviewed, the person with the lowest and the highest score were both 

members of Saving for Change groups, highlighting that the program does reach 

                                                
26

  Las Melidas, Manual Para Proceder A La Puntuacion De La Encuesta De Verificacion De Medios. 
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people from a range of economic backgrounds. Also, the set of members and the 

set of non-members received similar average scores from the poverty scoring 

chart, indicating, that in terms of housing quality and assets, the two groups are 

comparable. There was no statistically significant difference between the value of 

the livestock of members and non-members. Interestingly, livestock wealth varied 

substantially within each category, with many people owning less than $50 in 

livestock wealth and others owning several hundred or several thousand dollars’ 

worth of livestock. 

Anecdotal information from community leaders and promotoras is an important 

complement to the poverty score ranking for determining participation patterns. 

The information gathered does not lead to any definitive conclusions, but does 

give insight into the perceptions of key actors. While some local leaders are 

confident that the program is serving a majority of women who need it most, 

others stress that those who are ―too poor‖ to save are being left out. Many 

promotoras seem to agree that some people are too poor to join, although some 

promotoras point out that sometimes inability to save is linked not to real poverty, 

but to what they call ―poverty of the mind.‖ In other words, these promotoras 

point to the individual’s disinterest in bettering her life and lack of self-confidence. 

The influence of remittances on participation remains a major topic of debate. 

Some promotoras mention that remittances may be a deterrent for joining if 

women feel too rich for the groups to be worth their time. However, the 

percentage of group members receiving remittances is higher than that of non-

members. 58% of group members report receiving remittances, although only 

25% of these receive significant amounts on a regular basis, with the rest 

receiving remittances only on special occasions or for emergencies.27 

Partners feel that the project is reaching those who need it, yet would like to see 

more inclusion, since, in any given community, saturation levels are low and a 

large number of people of different financial backgrounds remain outside the 

program. Although the contextual realities of El Salvador — such as the infancy 

of the program, the limited funding, the disinterest from community members, 

and the heterogeneity of their economic profiles — affect saturation levels, these 

levels are still too low, especially when compared to Mali and Cambodia28. 

Because it simplifies their promotion work, promotoras often work within their 

social networks, but this reliance on personal connections may be decreasing the 

program’s potential for expansion. Still, when compared to MFI’s in El Salvador, 

SfC is succeeding in reaching a much poorer and more rural constituency. 

                                                
27

  A significant amount is considered anything above $50 and with a frequency of at least once every two months. The 

highest amount of remittances reported was $200/month. Among non-members, only 38% reported remittances, (of which 

16% received remittances with any regular frequency). Among group members, only 25% say they invest their remittances 

in the group. 
28

  In Mali saturation reaches 90% in some villages while in Cambodia it averages about of 20% of households in a village. 
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Table 6: Saturation per Community 

Community Saturation level of SfC 

Community J 6.0% 

Community K 1.2% 

Community L 0.6% 

Community M 0.3% 

Community A 3.1% 

Community N 0.5% 

Community O 14.0% 

Community P 7.2% 

Community Q 10.9% 

Community R 1.58% 

Community S 2.1% 

Community T 1.4% 

Community U 4.2% 

Community V 2.0% 

Community W 0.5% 
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Profile of a Well-Performing Group 

Women of Hope, as members named their group, is composed of 11 women who live 

in the same caserio (housing compound) and who have known each other for years. 

Although this group does have the best savings and lending performance, members 

are enthusiastic about group activities, which, at the suggestion of their promotora, 

they carry out regularly. In fact, three of the four loans taken by group members were 

collective loans for the preparation and selling of tamales, cakes, and pupusas that 

they sold around their community. These activities are a crucial source of savings for 

members. 

The group functions well and has internalized the methodology. But because it is a 

newer group, the secretary still needs the support of the promotora for her 

bookkeeping responsibilities. The group enforces fines and members are especially 

strict about missed meetings or a bad attendance record. Each member saves $1 per 

month and although members are not required to make up a missed savings 

contribution at the following meeting, members encourage each other not to skip 

savings and help one another in case of need. 

The women emphasized that they like to be a part of the group and value their team- 

work above all. They also enjoy the space for sharing ideas almost as much as the 

opportunity to save. To improve their group, they would like to encourage more women 

to join and to increase their savings fund. 

 

Although members are comfortable with the savings and lending rates in 

their groups, comparisons among other countries of SfC operation reveal 

that lending levels may be too low. Interestingly, remote communities 

exhibit higher levels of economic activity than non-remote communities. 

For the most part, groups report that their savings contributions are set at the 

appropriate level (with the exception of some non-members who say they can’t 

join a group because the savings requirements are too high). Savings rates are 

also in line with ratios in other SfC program countries.29 Members typically 

contribute between 50 cents and $2 every two weeks, with about three quarters 

of members also contributing voluntary savings. The voluntary savings averages 

$1.20 per person per biweekly meeting30. 

Although the savings rates are similar to rates in other SfC programs, lending 

rates in El Salvador are lower. Across the program, groups have a total of 

$13,964 in loans outstanding, representing 33% of accumulated savings. By 

comparison, typically 96% of the funds in Cambodia are on loan at any point in 

                                                
29

  Women in Mali typically contribute $1 per month. In El Salvador, based on our sample of 22 members, those who save 

only the mandatory amount save about $2.50 per month, while those who also save voluntarily typically save a total of 

about $5 per month. GDP per capita is about five times as high in El Salvador ($6,200) as in Mali ($1200). Source: CIA 

Factbook 2008 estimates. 
30

  The program has since moved away from voluntary savings and has instituted a system where members contribute their 

savings in increments of a group-established base amount. 
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time, as are 80% of the funds in Mali. In our sample, only 7 of the 24 members 

interviewed have taken out a loan from the group, ranging in value from $7.50 to 

$100. 

 “There are a lot of business possibilities that women could make some money doing. 

There are fiestas and football games where people are looking for something to eat 

and drink but there is no one selling. Some people are lazy. I even say I will lend them 

the money if they will at least try to sell something but they don‘t want to take the 

initiative.”- promotora 

Interest rates range from 1% to 4%, although at least one group charges a fixed 

interest payment on loans within a certain range (e.g. 50 cents on a loan of $51-

$100). All members interviewed are on time with their payments and women are 

pleased with the amount of money they have available to borrow and with the 

opportunity to take out a loan with a rapid turn-around time. In only one case, a 

member reported that the available loan fund was not enough for her to set up a 

small store. 

Several factors may affect savings and lending performance, including the age of 

the group, the level of trust among members, the personal need for loans, 

confidence in repayment ability, the existence of other financial services in the 

community, the motivation for undertaking income-generating activities, and the 

location of the group. Promotoras identify certain typical characteristics of well-

functioning, high-saving groups, including regular meeting sessions and 

organized group activities, such as raffles and sales. In some cases, the money 

raised from these group activities is more important for increasing the size of the 

group fund than are the members’ personal contributions. A key factor that may 

negatively affect group functioning and lending levels is women’s reluctance to 

take out loans. Some members say they are reluctant to take loans because they 

lack experience in starting and running a successful business and they fear they 

will be unable to repay the loan. Many members and promotoras point to 

business education as an important method for eventually increasing the lending 

rates of groups. 

The existence of other financial opportunities in some of the same communities 

where Saving for Change operates, also deserves a closer look. Although it is 

not clear whether these other financial services compliment or compete with SfC, 

they nonetheless offer community members choices. Only four women in the 

study sample reported saving in a bank or cooperative before joining the savings 

group, so access to these other financial services is not wide-spread.31 

Regarding lending, CCR administers a program of rotating agricultural loans 

                                                
31

  Only five of the twenty members interviewed reported saving before they joined the group. Aside from the four women who 

reported saving in a bank or cooperative, one woman saves in her house, and one saves in both the bank and her house. 

Three women reported saving in animals, although this number may be highly underestimated, as women generally do not 

consider animals to be a form of savings. 
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which in the past has provided loans to five women in the sample. In addition, the 

existence of a village bank in one village might have some influence on members 

lending needs, although this appears to be minimal. A member of both the 

savings group and the village bank explained that the village bank does allow for 

access to bigger loans, but because of the large amount of paperwork and the 

requirement of a fiduciary to grantee the transaction, these loans are not readily 

available. She prefers using the savings group for a majority of her needs and 

only goes to the village bank for larger loans. 

Of special interest are the savings and lending dynamics of remote villages, 

which must be explored in more detail. Promotoras, members, Oxfam staff and 

even field observations suggest that the remoteness of a community may 

negatively influence savings and lending levels and account for under-

performance of some groups by reducing the economic possibilities available to 

members. But data from the MIS system reveals quite a different trend. On 

average, “early” groups (started between January 2008 and April 2008)32 in 

small, remote communities have 32% higher savings per member per month 

than comparable groups in small, non-remote communities. The same groups 

also have doubled the number and value of loans compared to groups in non-

remote communities. This trend becomes even more evident when including the 

recent groups into the analysis of the data. Please refer to the table below for 

further information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
32

  We also compared remote and non-remote communities within the group of “pilot” plus “early” groups. Here the remote 

communities had even stronger groups, probably mostly due to the high fraction of pilot groups who were in remote 

communities. Pilot groups do better than younger groups. 
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Table 7. Average Performance by Location and Age of Group33 

Savings per person per month since start of last cycle 

Age of Group 

Location Pilot 
(May07 – Dec07) 

Early 
(Jan08 – Apr08) 

Recent 
(May08 – July08) 

Very Recent 
(Aug08) 

All 

Non-Remote  ($2.10)  $1.90  $2.35  $0.66  $1.96  

Remote  $3.73  $2.52  $4.27  ($1.50)  $3.56  

ALL  $3.56  $2.15  $3.45  $0.80  $2.83  

Savings per person since start of last cycle 

Age of Group 

Location Pilot 
(May07 – Dec07) 

Early 
(Jan08 – Apr08) 

Recent 
(May08 – July08) 

Very Recent 
(Aug08) 

All 

Non-Remote  ($ 24)  $ 14  $ 9  $ 1  $ 11  

Remote  $ 52  $ 19  $ 15  ($ 3)  $ 26  

ALL  $ 49  $ 16  $ 13  $ 2  $ 19  

Value of loans outstanding per group 

Age of Group 

Location Pilot 
(May07 – Dec07) 

Early 
(Jan08 – Apr08) 

Recent 
(May08 – July08) 

Very Recent 
(Aug08) 

All 

Non-Remote  ($378)  $62  $40  $6  $60  

Remote  $297  $151  $89  ($0)  $163  

ALL  $305  $99  $68  $5  $117  

Fraction of group fund on loan 

Age of Group 

Location Pilot 
(May07 – Dec07) 

Early 
(Jan08 – Apr08) 

Recent 
(May08 – July08) 

Very Recent 
(Aug08) 

All 

Non-Remote  (75%)  29%  33%  36%  35%  

Remote  46%  57%  40%  (0%)  47%  

ALL  48%  42%  38%  27%  43%  

                                                
33

  There are only two pilot groups in non-remote areas and one very recent group in a remote area, so conclusions should not 

be based on comparisons with these two sets of groups. These figures are put in parenthesis above. 
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Number of Groups 

Age of Group 

Location Pilot 
(May07 – Dec07) 

Early 
(Jan08 – Apr08) 

Recent 
(May08 – July08) 

Very Recent 
(Aug08) 

All 

Non-Remote  2  27  20  5  54  

Remote  18  19  27  1  65  

ALL  20  46  47  6  119  

 
Future program sustainability is hindered by the ongoing involvement of 
the promotoras in their groups. Because of their continued assistance to 
groups, no groups have graduated. 
 
Currently no groups in El Salvador have fully graduated34 from the program. 

Although the program is fairly young and at the time of the study only a few 

groups were potentially ready to graduate, the research team noted that several 

factors may impede future progress.  

First, all the groups are personally attached to their promotoras and wish to 

maintain contact with them in the future. The promotora is seen as a guide, role 

model and friend. Likewise, the groups value the connection to CCR and Caritas, 

and would be happy to continue that connection indefinitely. Since attending all 

group meetings requires a big time commitment, the graduation of well-

performing groups would decrease the promotoras’ workload and ensure that 

they have adequate time to form new groups. 

Second, since collection of data for the MIS system takes place on a monthly 

basis, the promotoras are required to visit all groups regularly. With this high 

frequency of visits, groups and promotoras will find it difficult to explicitly move to 

a graduated status.35 The rate of data collection in El Salvador differs from that of 

other countries of SfC operation where data is collected once every three 

months, allowing promoters to visit much less frequently once the group has 

graduated. 

Quote: Some of their groups could do fine without us, while others still need our help. 

It is important that the secretary have at least a 5th grade education to be able to carry 

out the bookkeeping. This level of education greatly facilitates the training and the 

autonomy of the group. - Promotora 

                                                
34

  The SfC methodology expects groups to graduate after the first cycle.. At this point, groups should be saving and lending at 

an adequate level (90% of members saving and 80% of the fund on loan at any time) and managing repayments in a timely 

manner. Few groups in El Salvador have reached these criteria, especially in lending activity. 
35

  Groups in El Salvador usually meet once every two weeks and while in training, the promotora attends every meeting. 

Although some groups have completed the training, the promotora continues to visit them regularly to ensure that the 

group is running its operations appropriately. 
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Finally, and most importantly, the ability to graduate depends on the capabilities 

that the groups have acquired during training. Although all group members 

emphasized they would find a way to keep their group functioning regardless of 

the support received, the majority of groups are dependent on the continuing 

help of the promotoras. Only three groups of the ten interviewed (including the 

youth group) reported having the confidence to carry out the bookkeeping without 

ongoing assistance. The ability of the promotora to teach key concepts, and the 

educational level of the group members, especially the secretary, are crucial 

elements in the groups’ ability to function autonomously. For example, one group 

composed almost entirely of older women showed concern that if their secretary, 

the only literate member, ever decided to leave the group, the group would find it 

difficult to continue. Furthermore, because of the lack of other literate members 

capable of carrying out the bookkeeping, this group is unable to rotate leadership 

positions. Although this example is extreme, such concerns exist among other 

groups and must be taken into consideration for group graduation. 

IMPACT THEMES 

Oxfam defines impact as significant, sustainable changes in power relations that 

enable excluded and marginalized people to assert and realize their rights to the 

access, control and management of resources, institutions, decision making 

processes and knowledge, leading to improved well being for those involved. 

Programs are expected to require a 10 to 15 year timeframe to achieve impact.36 

Because Saving for Change has been operating in El Salvador for only a year 

and a half, impact of this nature is not yet discernible. Nonetheless, it is possible 

and desirable to measure the more immediate social and economic gains 

resulting from the program’s operations. These gains may be considered as 

pathways to sustainable change37 that enable participants to incrementally gain 

social and financial power, helping them secure their rights in the future. To 

assess progress along this pathway, the study utilizes the Guide for Assessing 

the Impact38 of Microenterprise Services (AIMS) at the Individual Level, 

developed by the Microenterprise Impact Project of USAID’s Office of 

Microenterprise Development.39 This framework sets out hypotheses of change 

that may be reasonably expected from microfinance programs and focuses on 

                                                
36

  Rights Oriented Programming for Effectiveness. Learning, Evaluation and Accountability Department, Oxfam America 

(December, 2008) 
37

  Because of the small sample size and the lack of a baseline for comparison, all changes identified are tentative and require 

further study. 
38

  The AIMS framework does not specify a definition of impact, but sets out variables and hypothesis that measure change 

both in the short and long term. 
39

  Chen, Martha, A Guide for Assessing the Impact of Microenterprise Services at the Individual level, AIMS, Washington, 

1997 
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both short and long term change at the individual level, with a particular focus on 

the gender dimensions. 

The framework notes four pathways through which individuals experience 

change. The first is the material pathway which assesses changes in the level of 

income, control over material resources, earning capacity, and satisfaction of 

basic needs. Second is the cognitive pathway, which captures changes in levels 

of participants’ knowledge, skills, and awareness of the wider environment. The 

third pathway is the perceptual pathway, through which individuals experience 

changes in self-esteem, self-confidence, recognition within the community, and in 

their ideas of their future. The relational pathway is the fourth and final pathway, 

through which members experience changes in decision-making authority, 

bargaining power, participation in non-family groups, and mobility. Although this 

framework postulates a sequence of change via the different pathways, moving 

from the material to the relational, the gains observed from the Saving for 

Change program do not seem to follow any specific order or hierarchy of 

pathways. In fact, changes along the first pathway—the material—appear to be 

limited, but perceptual and cognitive changes are more obvious, with the 

program also showing some limited influence over relational changes. An in-

depth assessment of the program’s limitations and achievements along these 

four pathways to date can define possible areas of desired future interventions. 

NOTE: Because of the small sample size, the lack of a baseline, the reliance on 

participants’ recall of information, and the study’s deliberate focus on operational 

and delivery issues, any impact findings reported in this section are to be read as 

provisional. These potential impacts should be explored further as part of future 

research.  

The Material Pathway: Economic and material change—specifically 

changes in economic opportunities, income levels, access and control over 

material resources, and the satisfaction of basic needs—has been limited. 

Any assessment of material changes at the individual level is difficult because 

property in El Salvador is owned by the family, not by the individual. Generally, 

women did not report earning their own income; rather, they contribute their 

earnings to the needs of the household. In addition, because the survey relied on 

self-reported changes in income and assets, the data collected is dependent on 

members’ ability and willingness to recall their past economic situations—an 

exercise that may not always be accurate. A study involving the baseline 

collection of data prior to the arrival of Saving for Change in the studied 

communities would have led to an improved assessment. When combined with 

follow-up data of the same women several years later, this research would more 

accurately represent any gains ensuing from Saving for Change.40 Nonetheless, 

                                                
40

  Without a randomly assigned control group, it is difficult to assess if changes in women who joined SfC and those who did 

not join were due to self-selection or to the effects of the program itself. A baseline study in an area that has not yet 
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insights may be obtained regarding progress made along the four pathways even 

with just a snapshot in time. 

Quote: I felt a big help because when I had children in school, I did not know where to 

get money for them. “My god!” I would say, who will I ask? Two years ago I was 

knocking on doors and could find no one to help. Now I have a place to go to. It is a 

huge help. I was the first to take a loan out of the group. 

-Women‘s committee member and group member 

The first hypothesis proposed by the AIMS framework along the material 

pathway is that participation in microfinance programs may lead to increased 

income generation, income security and subsequently, growth in assets. Saving 

for Change is unequivocally contributing to improved income security as 

emphasized by many women (18 out of 22) who value their savings as a safety 

net and who are confident in their newly-acquired ability to withstand shocks or 

unforeseen difficulties thanks to the program. 

Currently, however, Saving for Change appears to do little for income generation. 

Possible explanations for low income generation are many. First, members tend 

to focus their activities on the need to generate savings to contribute to the group 

fund, and not on the long-run income generating possibilities that may come from 

building an enterprise. Second, activities undertaken as a result of a loan often 

compliment or expand an existing business or household activity, rather than 

lead to a new activity. Third, changes in income might be minimal because 

women have little financial literacy and may not be setting the prices, sizes, 

quantities and varieties of a product at the optimal level, even for small activities 

such as food preparation and sale. This lack of experience and the lack of 

confidence that accompanies limited financial literacy can also prevent women 

from starting a new business. Finally loan sizes may be too small to undertake 

the kind of activities that would bring significant growth in household assets. 

In fact, members report no difference in the quantity of their possessions, 

including animals, before and after joining the groups. The data also shows no 

difference between the current level of assets of members and non-members. 

Assuming members and non-members had similar levels of assets before the 

program (a big assumption), evidence shows that the program has not yet 

increased the assets of members. Although the lack of a reported positive 

change in the level of household assets is currently no reason for concern as the 

program is still in its initial phases, this emerging trend must be closely monitored 

as the program matures. On a positive note, however, the lack of a reported 

decrease in members’ assets may dispel the common assumption that some 

                                                                                                                                
received SfC would eliminate the problems of reliance on recall data. A similar baseline and follow-up survey with a control 

group of women would also be beneficial. 
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members could be selling their assets to meet their financial responsibilities to 

the group. 

A second hypothesis set out by the AIMS framework’s material pathway is that 

participation in a microfinance program may lead to the satisfaction of basic 

needs, in the form of improved healthcare, childcare, nutrition, education, 

sanitation and the like. Although the study did not directly measure improvements 

along these variables, three women reported using their savings payouts41 or 

loans for health services and another four used savings payouts or loans for their 

children’s schooling. Frequently the problem with accessing health services lies 

with the unpredictability of the timing of such expenses. By providing almost 

immediate access to loans, the program is likely enabling members to pay for 

services that they might otherwise have been unable to access. In addition, 

although El Salvador is not a food-insecure country, the research shows that a 

total of five payouts were used for food or animal purchases, showing that Saving 

for Change is possibly contributing to increased food stability and more stable 

consumption. (See Table 8) 

A third hypothesis along the material pathway is that participation in microfinance 

programs will lead to increased earning capacity, and employment opportunities. 

Employment generation has occurred as a result of program operation. Six of the 

24 members interviewed reported increased participation in businesses activities. 

In two cases, the activity could be directly traced to Saving for Change, as the 

women specifically mentioned that they had started to sell pupusas and tamales 

in order to generate savings for the group fund. In the other four cases, it is not 

clear whether the women increased their business activity level as a result of the 

program or whether they would have done so regardless. However, fewer non-

members started businesses in the same period (2 out of 13 non-members or 

15%, versus 25% of members). 

Although the above paragraphs describe only partial increases in economic 

activity, the program is undeniably generating interest among women to explore 

new possibilities for income generation that they might have dismissed in the 

absence of a ready source of loans. Of the sample of 24 members, three more 

women are considering starting a business, and a majority of groups are 

interested in starting collective activities like raffles and food preparation. Four of 

the ten groups have already undertaken collective activities with group loans. 

Many members have embraced these collective activities as a risk minimizing 

business mechanism. 

The tables below show the different uses of the program’s savings payout and 

loans. There is some bias towards consumption activities, which represent 61% 

of the total activities portfolio for the savings payout. Activities undertaken with 

                                                
41

  A savings “payout” occurs when a group closes the cycle of savings and distributes the savings and interest earned to the 

members. This typically occurs once a year. 
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the loans, on the other hand, are more focused on income generation, possibly 

because of the need for repayment. 

Table 8: Use of Savings Payout 

Use of Savings Payout Members 

Leave funds with group  6 

Preparation and sale of food  5 

School  4 

Food for their family  3 

Celebrations/funerals/weddings  3 

Buying/selling animals  2 

Small store  1 

Processing agriculture  1 

Handicrafts business  1 

Home repairs  1 

Paying other debts  1 

Health  1 

Buying clothes for family  0 

Home articles  0 

Giving it to someone: spouse or family  0 

Other  2 

 
Women may use their disbursement for more than one activity. Stated activities include actual uses of previous 

savings payouts and also planned uses of future savings payouts 
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Table 9: Use of Individual Loans 

Community Use of Loan Number of Loans Amount 

Village F Education 1 $50 

Village B Raising animals 1 $100 

Village A Preparation and selling of food to 
raise money for the church 

1 Unknown 

Villages B, C, and E Health 2 $7.5 and $15 

Village A Bread-making 5 (same person) Multiple loans of $50 - $100 

Village A Buying and selling vegetable 3 (Same person) 3 loans of $100 

 
In the sample, loans are concentrated in the larger towns and within the older groups. Since it takes some time 

for the group to build its fund, it is not surprising that younger groups have not taken out loans. 

The activities that the women have undertaken or plan to undertake with the savings 

payout and the loans are diverse and are proof of increased opportunities. Yet they 

are also typical of the Salvadorian context and are related to traditional gender roles. 

Preparation and sale of food is the most popular activity, possibly because this 

represents a natural extension of a woman‘s chores and daily responsibilities. Buying, 

selling, and raising animals, especially chickens and hens, is also a traditional 

responsibility of women and so a high percentage of members chose to invest their 

savings payout in this activity. No women have used (or said they would use) their 

payout for agriculture, traditionally a male dominated area. 
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Profile of a poor member 

Maria* is a 30-year-old single mother with a third grade education. Her daughter is 11 

years old. She lives in a house made of gray brick, with a shingled roof, and cement 

floor. She has no sanitary services and no running water. She has been fighting a 

battle to register her house, but because she cannot afford a lawyer, the process has 

stalled. This situation has been a source of great frustration and grief for her. 

Maria’s sources of income are restricted, as she owns no land or animals. She has 

tried to sell handicrafts, but complains that there is not enough demand. Her sole 

sources of income is washing clothes for her neighbors and the $20 she receives in 

remittances every month or so. In the past year, there have been times when she and 

her daughter have not had enough to eat. 

Maria’s involvement in the community is limited, as she does not belong to any 

community groups, committees, or directives. 

Maria joined the savings group one month after its formation and this has been her 

only experience with financial services. She is happy with her participation, yet she is 

critical of the benefits it can bring her. She reported seeing no improvement in her 

economic situation and is pessimistic about the help the group can offer in her struggle 

to register her home. She tries to contribute $1 every fifteen days to the fund, the 

mandatory savings level decided by the group, but she has fallen behind in her 

savings payments. She feels that because she cannot contribute at every meeting, the 

other members think less of her. 

*Names have been changed to protect privacy. 

Social Change, as measured by gains along the perceptual, cognitive and 

relational pathways, is present within SfC but to varying degrees. Because 

the program targets women, gains along these social pathways also give 

insight into the program’s gender dimensions. 

El Salvador ranks 101st on the Human Development Index and 96th in the Gender 

Development Index, which compares variables such as women’s education, life 

expectancy, literacy and income level to that of men.42 Only Guatemala, 

Honduras and Nicaragua score lower on this Index in the whole Latin America 

region. The department of Chalatenango ranks 10th among the country’s 14 

departments according to the Gender Development Index. Social and gender-

specific improvements are therefore crucial to the region. 

Quote: "One feels more empowered because you start realizing a lot of things, like 

women's rights. One leaves the house and becomes less shy. I have also noticed 

changes in other women".- Group member 

 

                                                
42

  UNDP Human Development reports, 2008 statistical update. 

http://hdrstats.undp.org/2008/countries/country_fact_sheets/cty_fs_SLV.html  

http://hdrstats.undp.org/2008/countries/country_fact_sheets/cty_fs_SLV.html
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To assess social change, the research team used mostly open-ended qualitative 

questions that asked women to share their feelings and personal stories since 

the start of the program in their communities. These were, therefore, self-

reported changes relying on women’s recollection of the past and their own 

assessment of the present. 

As mentioned in the previous section, microfinance activities are believed to 

bring change along material indicators, which in turn, may affect the perceptual, 

cognitive and relational pathways. However, Saving for Change appears to 

generate strong cognitive and perceptual changes even in the absence of solid 

improvements in the material pathway. Relational changes, because they involve 

not only the individual member of a savings group, but also the family and 

community, are limited at this stage. 

Cognitive change begins with giving women a forum for the exchange of ideas 

where they may discuss each other’s problems and successes and learn from 

one another. Members emphasized that the group had taught them to better 

express themselves and voice their opinions. In addition, the financial training 

provided by the promotoras ensures that members are learning important 

lessons for the future. Motivated women who hold leadership positions within the 

group also have the opportunity to further refine their numerical, accounting and 

leadership skills. For youth groups in particular, OA staff is providing gender-

equity training to self-selected individuals through the well-respected local 

organization Las Melidas with the goal of improving youth’s awareness of issues 

of gender and masculinity. 

Although cognitive changes were reported by an overwhelming majority of 

members, it is unclear how women are using their new skills. No one has shared 

her knowledge by training another group, and only a restricted number of women 

have undertaken business activities that utilize their new skills. On the contrary, 

many mention needing more training on bookkeeping and business literacy, so 

that they may confidently undertake new activities. Present improvements along 

the cognitive pathway should therefore be considered as a first step toward 

sustainable change, with greater support needed in the near future. Greater 

understanding by women and improved planning for the future may also lead to 

concrete changes in the long run. 

Quote: “In my family they are happy that I am the group president and they value me a 

bit more.” - group member, 57 years old  

 

The program is strongest with regard to perceptual changes, supporting the 

AIMS hypothesis that participation in microfinance programs may lead to 

increased self-esteem and self-confidence, a more positive vision of the future, 

and increased appreciation of one’s contributions to the family and community. In 
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fact, sixteen out of twenty-four members said their lives were better as a result of 

Saving for Change and cited almost unanimously an enhanced perception of 

their own individuality, an increased ability to express themselves, and greater 

confidence in the future because of the opportunity to save for unforeseen 

emergencies, earn income, and rely on a support system within the group. The 

realization that women could do more than just stay at home seemed to be the 

most valued outcome of group membership. 

Oxfam staff recognizes the undeniable progress women have made in terms of 

increase self-worth, yet they stress that women are still thinking of their 

achievements and opportunities as related to the family. Oxfam staff believes the 

program must help women to move away from thinking of their self-worth in 

terms of their family and children, and to start dreaming for themselves. 

Quote: “Their ideas have value, but they are still linked to the family, the child. We are 

at the level of a dream for the family, but what about the dream for me [the woman as 

an individual]? We must reach the level to have a dream for me.” - Oxfam staff 

 

To assess changes in the fourth and final pathway, the relational pathway, the 

AIMS framework sets forth the hypothesis that participation in microfinance 

programs may lead to increased decision-making within the household and 

community; increased participation in non-family groups, local institutions and 

political processes; and decreased dependence on intermediation by others. In 

addition, if the microfinance program makes a conscious attempt to organize 

members for social efforts, participation in these initiatives may lead to increased 

involvement in other local organizations and local leadership positions. 

Decision-making power within the household is important not only for measuring 

gains along the relational pathway, but also for understanding the dynamics of 

program participation. In fact, a woman’s initial household decision-making power 

may influence her ability to participate in the program. The research team found 

that, compared to some non-members, members had a higher level of decision-

making autonomy over their own actions even before joining the program 

(although many did not discuss the program with their husbands, possibly 

because of partner’s disinterest, lack of communication in the home, or an absent 

spouse) and enjoyed the support of their family. Interviews with promotoras, 

community leaders, OA staff, and a few savings groups revealed that a number 

of women are unable to join the program or subsequently drop out because of 

their husbands’ disapproval. The magnitude of this phenomenon is not known, 

but is likely to be more prevalent than present findings suggest, with implications 

for the program’s approach to expansion (which presently does not directly 

address this type of problem). 

Among members, six women reported feeling that they had more authority within 

their families as a result of program participation. The specific issues over which 
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this increased authority manifested itself (possibly children’s education, financial 

choices, etc.) are unknown and require additional exploration. 

Quote: My husband comes home at 2 and would get upset if I am not in the house. 

- Non-member 

 

In addition, seven members reported progress along the relational pathway in 

terms of higher recognition in their communities because of the visibility the 

group has given them. The program, however, has not significantly increased 

women’s involvement in additional community activities, partly because many 

members are already involved in community groups such as church councils and 

women’s committees. In a number of cases they even hold leadership positions. 

Because the program does not explicitly encourage social efforts, women have 

not undertaken advocacy activities to influence local politics. This type of action 

has been reported in India and Nepal even in the absence of a conscious 

promotional effort by the implementing NGO and may occur in the Salvadorian 

context in the future. 

The research did not identify any negative repercussions along the three 

pathways, although it might be too early to assess changes of this sort. Potential 

unintended consequences include increased violence from male relatives (who 

might fear losing status) and increased workload for the women themselves or 

other female members of households (who must manage new responsibilities for 

activities linked to the program, on top of their original chores). Because most 

women members reported either being single or having understanding or 

disengaged husbands, gender violence does not seem to be a concern, but, this 

warrants further research. Furthermore, the fact that there has been no decrease 

in participation in community groups is partial evidence that Saving for Change 

does not require a disproportionate time commitment and allows women to 

continue their activities as before. Also, since the program has not seen a large 

increase in women’s economic activity, women’s work likely remains 

manageable. As the program progresses, however, and the level of economic 

activity and social engagement are projected to increase, the effects of groups’ 

membership on women’s work load should be revisited. 
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Profile of a well-to-do member  

Cecilia* is a 36-year-old, married woman with a fifth-grade education. She has two 

children, a boy of eight and a girl of four. She lives in La Laguna in a house which she 

has just finished building. The house is made of brick with ceramic floors, running 

water, and a flushable toilet.  

Her main source of income is agriculture, and the harvest is mostly consumed by her 

household. Whenever she has a surplus, she sells it in the market. She owns 10 

chickens and receives about $200 in remittances per month from her husband in the 

United States.  

Aside from being the president of her savings group, Cecilia participates in community 

assemblies and in a church group.  

Cecilia is optimistic about the group and sees the value of Saving for Change, not only 

as a safety net and a means of generating income, but also as an educational 

opportunity to learn how to manage her money. She is appreciative of the work of the 

promotora and of the potential benefits of her participation in the future:  

Quote: ―If one does not make sacrifices to save a little, what will she do tomorrow? 

One must think about tomorrow. Thank God there are people who have enlightened us 

[the promotoras], because a lot of the time, alone, one does not accomplish anything.‖  

Cecilia saves $1 every two weeks and is on schedule with her savings payments. 

Group activities, such as selling tamales at community events or making fruit and 

vegetable bags, are the main source for her savings contributions. The money that she 

contributes to the group is her own, although she is saving with her children’s future in 

mind.  

The savings group is not Cecilia’s first experience with financial services. She has had 

an account in a commercial bank for a few years to facilitate the receipt of remittances, 

but she has never taken a loan from the bank. She likes to contribute her savings to 

the group because of the communal aspect and because of the interest generated on 

savings, but she is comfortable leaving her remittances in the bank. 

*Names have been changed to protect privacy. 
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CONCLUSION 

The program was found to be operating at a high level and has the organizational 

and staff capacity to expand. Oxfam’s partners are strong organizations, 

committed to SfC and to expanding the program.43 Overall, the program has met 

the expansion targets with varied performance from partner organizations.  

Oxfam regional staff is knowledgeable and committed to the program. 

Recruiting new members is a big challenge, as people as skeptical of the 

program, yet women who join the groups are very positive about the experience. 

While poor women are joining the program, outreach is still a challenge for 

potential members of all income levels. Further research involving the collection 

of baseline data (prior to SfC’s arrival in a village) and possibly a control group 

would be helpful. 

Promotoras and their supervisors are extremely dedicated to the program. Their 

skills can vary by age or other experience, but the program management is 

adapting to this challenge. 

Savings levels are essentially in line with SfC in other countries, but lending 

levels are low. Women are afraid to take loans because they feel they don’t have 

the experience to successfully start or expand a business and if they fail, they 

would not be able to repay the loan. The study recommends adding business 

training. Graduation of groups is difficult as, even if they are capable of running 

their group by themselves, group members are attached to their promotora and 

want to maintain an ongoing relationship with the partner organizations. 

A majority of members said their lives were better as a result of Saving for 

Change and cited almost unanimously an enhanced perception of their own 

individuality, an increased ability to express themselves, and greater confidence 

in the future because of the opportunity to save for unforeseen emergencies, 

earn income, and rely on a support system within the group. The realization that 

women could do more than just stay at home seemed to be the most valued 

outcome of group membership. Economic impacts are more difficult to detect 

with no significant differences between the current status of members and non-

members and with few improvements reported by members.44 Several women in 

the study stated that they have started a new business because of SfC and 

others are interested in starting businesses in the future. 

                                                
43

  Oxfam America has removed the previous section, for proprietary reasons. 
44

  However, without a baseline this comparison of current members and non-members confounds to factors: (a) difference in 

the poverty level of who joins the groups initially and (b) any changes in the economic status of group members. So in 

theory the program could have attracted particularly poor members and made them as rich as non-members, but we can’t 

determine this. 
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Future research areas should focus on the impact of the program by using this 

information as a baseline to build upon and generate measurable variables for 

economic and social impact. 

Future studies should also focus more closely on the sensitive issues of gender 

and remittances. 
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APPENDIX A: COMPARISON OF 

MEMBER AND NON-MEMBER 

PROFILES 

Members and non-members have similar economic and social backgrounds. As 

with members, the economic activities of non-members revolve around 

subsistence agriculture. Some non-members also engage in petty trading or sell 

agricultural products such as chicken and maize, especially when they have a 

surplus. In terms of their financial situation, non-members are as a group 

comparable to members (although only 16% of them receive regular remittances, 

as compared to 25% of members.). Non-members’ level of involvement in the 

community is also similar to that of members with most participating in at least 

one community group.45 

Non-members’ experience with financial services is limited and but does not 

differ substantially from that of members (aside from the fact that non-members 

don’t save in Saving for Change groups). Only three non-members reported 

saving: one saves in a bank or cooperative and the other two in their house. A 

young girl reported saving up to $10/month in her house. (She has not joined the 

group because she is in school outside of the community and cannot make the 

meetings.) Only one out of fourteen of the non-members currently has a loan for 

a small store. She received the loan from a friend and she is repaying it little by 

little to the extent that she can. By comparison, five of the twenty-four members 

interviewed said they had saved even before joining the group and five had taken 

out a loan prior to joining the group, three from family, one from the CCR and one 

from a women’s committee. 

                                                
45

  Members participate in 1.2 groups on average, while non-members participate in 0.9 groups on average. 
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APPENDIX B: GROUP LEADERS 

About two-thirds of the members interviewed are part of the groups’ leadership 

committees. Overall, group leaders are slightly better off financially than regular 

members, possibly pointing to a correlation with financial status, education, and 

recognition in the community. Although only the positions of secretary and 

treasurer require writing and arithmetic skills, members must ensure that all 

those appointed to posts are able to lead the group and keep their savings safe. 

Groups are aware that leadership positions can rotate every cycle, yet no groups 

in their second or third cycle have changed leadership committees. Absence of 

rotation in leadership positions may decrease the potential for personal growth of 

members (and even put the sustainability of the group at risk by discouraging an 

overlap of skills, which is necessary in the event of a committee member 

dropping-out). However, the absence of rotation may also be responding to the 

reality that management and accounting skills are concentrated in a few 

individuals. This is certainly the case in some of the groups interviewed, where 

few members felt they had the necessary education to carry out the 

bookkeeping. The level of interest in holding leadership positions varies, with a 

few members citing lack of time as a reason for not taking a larger role in the 

group. 

Leaders, for the most part, are comfortable in their posts, yet two older women 

serving as presidents voiced concerns over their inability to read and write. None 

of the treasurers mentioned feeling at risk for keeping the box, highlighting that 

violence and outside theft are not major problems in these communities. 
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APPENDIX C: GROUP DYNAMICS 

A high level of cohesion and mutual help is common to all groups, highlighting a 

strong commitment to keeping the program and the groups functioning into the 

future. In one group, women reported helping a member brainstorm on sources 

of savings when she had decided to drop out due to her perceived inability to 

generate money to save. The group members helped her sell eggs and now 

tease her about being the one with the most savings. 

Elite capture appears not to be a concern; all the women reported feeling 

welcomed and respected. One exception was a group in which members 

expressed frustration that the ideas of the majority were not always respected 

and that, for example, the decision to change the group meeting site was made 

by one person in a non-transparent manner. The group has since talked to the 

promotora to clarify the matter. Aside from this small incident, no groups reported 

misunderstandings among members or problems with leadership. In youth 

groups, which are of mixed gender, women and men report participating to the 

same degree and the leadership roles are generally split evenly among men and 

women. 

Quote: The groups are a moment of happiness. For Mother‘s Day we brought a radio 

and made some food and wore nice clothes. We want to feel like a family. 

Group member, age 33 

 

Groups are very interested in exchanges, yet few have had the opportunity. Only 

four groups have either visited or been visited by another group, mostly at the 

stage of group formation to increase their motivation. Most groups learn about 

each other’s experiences through their promotora’s stories of challenges and 

successes. Newer groups expressed interest in meeting older groups in order to 

learn from their experiences. 

Of course, groups have also experienced challenges. Yet these seem to be of 

little concern to most group members, as in many cases they had to be prompted 

to think about the aspects of the program that could be improved. The most 

frequently cited problems are drop-out rates, mentioned by four groups (although 

the MIS data shows no overall alarming pattern), unpunctuality, mentioned by 

four of the groups, and missed meetings, mentioned by two of the groups. 
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APPENDIX D: YOUTH GROUPS 

Promotoras are actively encouraging the formation of youth groups across their 

target communities. Youth groups are mixed gender groups with members 

varying in age from seven to thirty years (most are between fifteen and twenty-

one). The great variety in ages overall raises the question of whether there 

should be an age limit placed on participation in youth groups. Youth groups 

operate along the same mechanisms of women’s groups, but face different 

challenges and opportunities.  

The youth group members interviewed are highly motivated and place great 

importance on the social and relationship-building aspects of the group. 

Members enjoy coming together with others of their own age and hold dances, 

raffles and other group activities.  

Oxfam America, in partnership with Las Melidas, a well-respected, gender-

focused local organization, is encouraging youth group members to attend 

gender training to spark discussions about their roles in the savings groups and 

in society as a whole. Youth groups are therefore being used as a platform for 

gender sensitization work that is crucial in the context of El Salvador. 

Furthermore, to ensure equal participation, some promotoras strongly suggest 

that the four group leadership roles be divided evenly among males and females, 

even if equal participation has not yet been much of a problem.  

Youth group members often have a higher level of schooling than many 

members in traditional women’s savings groups, and so they grasp financial 

concepts more rapidly. Promotoras also mentioned that they need to offer 

themes during the training that are more pertinent to the age of members in order 

to keep their attention.  

With one exception, none of the youth group members saved before joining the 

group, highlighting that fact that Saving for Change is bringing an important 

service to this segment of the population. Savings amounts of youth groups are 

comparable to regular groups with mandatory savings levels ranging between 

0.50 and $1 for every 15 days. Youth group members get their money for savings 

from a variety of sources. Some save from their weekly allowance, and some 

contribute a percentage of what they receive from Red Solidaria. Others get 

money from their parents specifically for the group savings, and still others save 

whatever they can from their work in agriculture, in crochet cooperatives, in day 

labor, and similar activities. Group activities are also an important way of raising 

money for the group fund.  

Because of the great variety in age, members’ plans for the utilization of savings 

and loans vary widely. Some of the older members report that they are saving for 
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family needs, while other youth group members save for education, quinceañera 

parties, or outings.  

Parents and family are supportive of their children’s participation in the groups 

and mothers show interest in having their children learn financial responsibility. 
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APPENDIX E: PERCEPTIONS 

AND UNDERSTANDING OF SFC 

BY COMMUNITY LEADERS 

All community leaders interviewed appreciated Saving for Change. However 

those that were not group members themselves had limited knowledge of the 

program. This was true even when a family member or a colleague was part of 

an SfC savings groups, highlighting communication gaps not only in the initial 

outreach carried out by the promotoras, but also within families. 

Particularly in one community, leaders expressed frustration at their limited 

knowledge of Saving for Change, and their exclusion from program promotion 

meetings. Leaders were anxious to participate in and assist with the promotion of 

Saving for Change. 

Generally, community leaders understood Saving for Change to be a gender-

focused program in which women form groups to meet their immediate savings 

and credit needs. Since some of the more motivated groups are usually involved 

in group activities that increase their visibility in the community, leaders also tend 

to be aware of the social aspects of groups and their function as a solidarity 

network for women members. Thus, leaders were informed about the main 

aspects of the Saving for Change methodology. However no leaders knew the 

particulars of the program. 

In one village, which was perhaps the least informed, leaders had to be corrected 

on their false assumption that outside capital was flowing to the groups. 

Leaders appreciated the program on several dimensions, citing most frequently 

the benefits of wealth accumulation to the community, and members’ education 

in financial aspects which allows them to better manage their households and set 

an example for their children. Although a majority of leaders are interested in 

extending Saving for Change to men, they welcome a program that is tailored 

specifically to women and which engages them outside their homes. 

Program independence (because of the SfC policy of no outside credit) did not 

emerge immediately as an obvious benefit. Yet once the conversation turned to 

this topic, community leaders seemed to respect the innovative approach of a 

program that tries to break with the prevalent culture of dependence due to years 

of NGO efforts in the region. Only in one community did some members of the 

Directiva insist that outside capital flows would strengthen the groups and the 

program. Interestingly, however, they maintained that the outside economic 
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stimulus should come only at the end of a saving cycle, once the group had 

familiarized itself with best practices and could more wisely utilize the hand-out. 

In all cases, communities expressed interest in supporting and promoting the 

program, although some leaders worried about a lack of resources to allow them 

to do so. So far, the program has been introduced to local leaders in a variety of 

ways, including one-on-one visits and meetings by promotoras with community 

members, meetings with women’s committees, and other community events. In 

one community, the local radio station even briefly broadcasted SfC. All leaders, 

however, expressed a need for additional promotion to both expand the program 

and reduce misconceptions. 

Discussions with promotoras revealed that a few people are skeptical about 

getting involved in the program because they have a strong association of group 

organizing with armed conflict, resulting from their experiences in twelve years of 

civil war. Broader program promotion in community-wide meetings would, as 

leaders suggest, strengthen and validate the program in the eyes of community 

members and help dispel the idea of the groups being associated with armed 

conflict. Increased efforts and representation from the implementing NGOs, 

Caritas and CCR, would also likely help formalize the program in the eyes of the 

community. Promotion efforts could also take place through the Red Solidaria 

meetings in some communities, although special care should be taken so that 

the groups do not become politicized.46 
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  Oxfam America has removed some recommendations in this section, for proprietary reasons. 
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APPENDIX G: WEAKNESSES & 

STRENGTHS OF THE RESEARCH 

METHODOLOGY 

WEAKNESSES OF THE RESEARCH 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Lengthier Planning Process 

Unfortunately, the planning process for this study was too short, which meant 

that regional staff and partners had little opportunity to shape the research 

program to best address their needs. In the future, we plan to incorporate a 

lengthier planning process that would take into account the needs of donors, 

Boston and CAMEXCA Oxfam staff, partners, promotoras, group members, and 

other key players. Additional background research on the context in 

Chalatenango prior to starting the field work would have been helpful as well, 

particularly regarding poverty levels, use of remittances, and gender issues. 

Inclusion of Oxfam America Staff 

Another critical decision was the degree to which Oxfam and partner staff was 

involved in the group discussions. We committed to preserve confidentiality for 

the groups interviewed, so group discussions took place for the most part without 

the presence of promotoras or CAMEXCA Oxfam staff. However in retrospect, 

anonymity is not something we could have guaranteed in a group setting, since 

other participants were in theory able to report on what was said. In future 

studies, we plan to include Oxfam and partner staff in all group discussions, 

interviews and focus groups, so that their insights and knowledge can add to the 

discussion. Individual interviews with promotoras, group members and non-

members should continue to be held without Oxfam or partner staff (even Oxfam 

Boston staff) present, with the understanding that all responses will be 

confidential and only reported in an anonymous and untraceable manner. 

In addition, a consistent method of randomly selecting which members and non-

members to interview individually should be used.47 For example, we found that 
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  For members, the group interview can happen first and during this group interview, members’ names can be pulled 

randomly from a hat that includes the names of all active members (not just those present at the meeting). Then, the 

research team can make arrangements to interview those members individually at a later time that day or the next day. For 

non-members, a similar method can be used. For each non-member to be interviewed, one member’s name can be 

randomly selected. That member can then be asked to (a) introduce us to their spouse or son, (b) introduce us to another 
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2/3 of our group member interviews were with members who were also 

committee officers for their group, of whom there are normally four per group of 

ten to twenty women. This was partly chance, since members were randomly 

selected in the last three communities, however a consistent approach could 

avoid this problem. 

Interviews with Promotoras 

A few additional minor issues were apparent. In the future, we recommend 

interviewing individual promotoras apart from their supervisor. In one case we 

interviewed a promotora and her supervisor together and the supervisor 

dominated the conversation. This may have occurred because the promotora 

deferred to the status of the supervisor, or because of the relative personalities of 

the two women. We also found that meetings with large numbers of promotoras 

were less productive than smaller meetings, so we would recommend meeting 

with no more than 4-6 promotoras at a time. 

STRENGTHS OF THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Several aspects of the research methodology were particularly successful and 
should be repeated in future work. 

Selection of Groups 

Random selection of groups from within group type categories (remote, non-

remote, new, old, big city, small village) led to an excellent variety of groups and 

communities which represented the range of experiences across the SfC 

program. 

Interview and Questionnaire Methods 

By design, we combined carefully-worded quantitative questions, which allowed 

us to get a consistent picture across many respondents, with open-ended 

qualitative questions that allowed us to explore each individual or group’s 

experience. This combination of techniques presented a full picture of the 

situation. The first two of the five communities served as a quasi-pilot which 

allowed us to test all our questions for their relevance and effectiveness. 

Although we gathered valuable information in these first two communities using 

the original survey instruments, we also made extensive revisions to all the 

questionnaires and interview guides before visiting the third community. These 

                                                                                                                                
family member, or (c) introduce us to their second-closest (or third-closest) neighbor to their house. Which type of non-

member interview is chosen (types a, b, or c) can also be selected randomly so that a sample of non-members is obtained, 

some of whom are family members and some of whom are not. 
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revisions helped us to gain an even clearer picture of the situation in the last 

three communities. 

We also feel that there was a good balance between the number of group 

discussions and the number of individual interviews. Both group and individual 

respondents were appreciative of the research work and of the respect and 

anonymity offered by the survey team. They were very interested in participating 

and appeared to be honest and open in their responses, with a few exceptions 

on sensitive topics such as remittances and gender issues. Several methods 

were used to encourage the participation of everyone in the larger group 

interviews. This included directing a question to a subset of people, asking if 

there were additional responses to the initial response, and asking each person 

in turn about the most important issues. 

Finally, we had excellent interactions and interviews with all project staff, which 

provided crucial information about context, operations, successes and 

challenges. In the future, we recommend holding additional interviews with SfC 

staff at all levels. 

Data Analysis 

Subsequent to the field research, the research team recorded their initial 

reactions from the field work. Quantitative data was then entered into electronic 

form and analyzed along with information from the numerous qualitative 

interviews and informal conversations. The final report combined analysis of the 

data collected as well as the initial impressions of the research team. 
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Forty percent of the people on our planet—more than 2.5 billion—now live  

in poverty, struggling to survive on less than $2 a day. Oxfam America is an 

international relief and development organization working to change that. 

Together with individuals and local groups in more than 90 countries, Oxfam 

saves lives, helps people overcome poverty, and fights for social justice.  

To join our efforts or learn more, go to www.oxfamamerica.org. 
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